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Chapter 1 

A LOOK AT READING INSTRUCTION 



WHAT IS READING? 

Reading is a term that people frequently use, and yet no two people 
define it in quite the same way. No single, universal definition of read- 
ing, uccurate and usable at all times and in all situations, has yet been 
advanced. If asked what reading is, the average person would probably 
say something like "You know, it's with a book, like when you read it." 
Such a definition, circular and inexact, is really a nondefinition. More 
sophisticated people, those who have given some thought to the matter, 
would arrive at a more exact definition, but they would, nevertheless, 
find the term difficult to define in any comprehensive way— and many 
of tliem would disagree about each other's definitions. Those who have 
considered how broadly reading can be defined might note that we read 
people's facial expressions or that an airline pilot might respond to a 
controller who has just communicated with him or her verbally, "Yes, I 
read you." We all know that reading has occurred when people give 
sound to symbols — words or notes of music, for example — and produce 
utterances: 

sound 

SYMBOL — ^ UTTERANCE 

(words or notes of music) (words or musical passage) 

This is a limited form of reading, however. Someone might achieve this 
level of reading by producing the sounds, "John went away for two rea- 
sons: he was bored with his job and he didn't want to marry Myrtle." If, 
after reading this sentence, the reader is asked, "Why did John go 
away?" and she or he answers, "I don't know," some people would say 
that the reader has not read the passage. Others would say that indeed 
the reader has read the passage but has not comprehended it. 

If you do not know German, which is a quite phonetic language, you 
can give utterance to— by some definitions, you can read— 'Ich liebe 
dich," even though you may not know what it means. Hence, while giv- 
ing utterance to symbols is reading, it is reading narrowly defined. Such 
reading can be useful in some situations. If you call home and are told 
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by your young sister that you have received a postcard from Germany 
written in German, you might say, "Read it to me." If your sister is able 
to read "Ich iiebc dich" and the name signed beneath this revealing 
statement, even though she does not understand the message, she has 
conveyed it to you. 

In hearing and understanding the message, you use your sister's limit- 
ed reading ability in German to brir^g you to the next level of reading 
ability — that of comprehension. But in this situation, you probably 
would not be identified as the reader; your sister would be. On the other 
hand, if you yourself read the postcard's message, **Ice liebe dich," and 
know that someone is saying **I love you," you are reading at a level one 
step beyond that achieved by your sister. 

sound thought 
SYMBOL UHERANCE MEANING 

In this diagram, sound and thought may be virtually simultaneous, in 
which case utterance and meaning may also coincide: 

sound ^UHERANCE 

Symbol C 

thought ^MEANING 



IS READING DECODING OR COMPREHENSION? 

The great debate that Jeanne Chall writes about in Learning to Read: 
The Great Debate (!)♦ is partially a debate between those who stress 
phonics in reading, thereby enabling students to read "Ich liebe dich" 
without necessarily knowing what it means, and those who stress compre- 
hension to the extent of saying that merely to utter the words "Ich liebe 
dich" after having seen them on a page is not a legitimate form of read- 
ing. 

To those who have thought little about it— and especially to those 
who have long been able to read easily with good comprehension — the 
debate may seem inconsequential and silly. However, the way teachers 
lean in this debate will very much affect the way tb.ey approach the 
teaching of reading to primary school students who cannot read. The de- 
bate, therefore, is one of considerable importance and moment. 

It t doubtful that anyone who supports the phonics approach to early 
reading instruction would deny the importance of comprehension in 
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reading. Such people differ from those who stress comprehension in early 
reading instruction only in regard to the question of when comprehen- 
sion should be stressed. 

Perhaps at this point you are thinking, "What good does it do to read 
if you don't knew what you've read?" It seems obvious that reading is a 
tool the essential function of which is to unlock from symbols the mean- 
ings embodied in them. However, Nila Banton Smidi approaches the 
question historically in Why Do the Schools Teach Reading as They Do? 
She writes: "For centuries absolutely no attention was given to teaching 
children how to get the thought from what they read. If they had 
learned to 'pronounce the words' their reading achievement was sup- 
posed to have been conipleted No attempt was made to teach pupils 

to read for meanings nor to check their reading after if was done to find 
out how much of the content they had absorbed" (2). 

On the other hand, Neil Postman writes, "The modem idea of testing 
a reader's 'comprehension,' as distinct from something else a reader may 
be doing, would have seemed an absurdity in 1790 or 1830 or 1860." 
He asks: "What eke was reading but comprehv iding? As far as we 
know, there did not exist such a thing as a 'reading problem,' except, of 
course, for those who could not attend school. To attend school meant to 
learn to read, for without that capacity, one could not participate in the 
culture's conversations" (3). 

Obviously, Smith and Postman arc talking about two different popu- 
lations and two different levels of reading. Smith focuses on initial read- 
ing instruction; Postman focuses rather on the reading for ideas that 
/ more mature readers engage in. 

The modem tendency is to differentiate between mere decoding and 
reading with comprehension. Bmno Bettelheim and Karen Zelan are 
particularly concerned about this matte:* They cite Benjamin Bloom's re- 
search as suggesting that "approximately 50 percent of general achieve- 
ment at grade 12 (age 18) has been reached by the end of grade 3 (age 
9)," (4) thereby pointing out the importance of the early instmction stu- 
dents receive. They urge that when children are learning to read, great 
emphasis be placed on making students want to be literate, llicy feel 
that interesting students in content (which requires comprehension) is 
fundamental if students are to develop a positive inner attitude toward 
reading that will stay with them throughout their lives. They go so far as 
to suggest that decoding be taught separately from reading for ideas (5). 

Bettelheim and Zelan also caution primary school teachers not to use 
only books with pictures in them because students at this stage may be- 
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come too dependent on pictures for clues to the meaning of what they 
are reading. They say, * 'Being able to guess from the pictures what the 
accompanying text is all about, a child who initially is uninterested in 
reading sees no reason to struggle with learning the words when he can 
get ample information from the illustrations" (6). 

Wilma H. Miller identifies stages of reading development in children 
and places comprehension after the development of such skills as sight 
word recognition, phonic analysis, structural (morphemic) analysis, pic- 
ture clues, and contextual analysis (7). She does not say precisely how 
these stages fit into the learning sequence in primary classrooms, but she 
implies that a number of them can be taught simultaneously. She docs 
not suggest anything so drastic as teaching decoding divorced from com- 
prehension as Bettelheim and Zclan do. 

WHAT PRIMARY SCHOOLS STMSS 

The debate fibout how to teach reading is more heated among primary 
school teachers than among most other people. This is because primary 
school teachers are continually confronted with the problem of hew to 
teach reading to a diverse group of first, second, and third graders, all of 
whom have different backgrounds that will drastically affect their ability 
to cope with the printed word. 

If primary school teachers can get their students to sound out letters 
and to combine these sounds into words, they may understandably think 
they have helped their students to learn how to read. Few would disagree 
that students who have gained the ability to sound out words have takc!i 
an important initial step in learning how to read. Some reading special- 
ists argue, however, that reading accomplished in this way, devoid as it 
may be of comprehension, does students little good and, indeed, may 
help to establish bad reading habits that will later make it difficult for 
them to become fast and effective readers. 

A crucial question at this point is whether children should be encour- 
aged to fix their eyes on individual letters (C-A-T or M-A-N, for exam- 
ple) or on word configurations (CAT or MAN) or on still larger units 
such as phrases or clauses. Much more will be said about this matter in a 
later chapter. 

This question and a number of others related to it have engaged the 
attention of teachers of reading for years; they have also caused many no- 
table linguists to explore the whole question of how people learn to read 
and of how they can best be taught to read. Researchers have also recent- 
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ly become quite concerned with the physiology of reading, with learning 
more about the capabilities of the eye muscles of young readers (8). 

READING INSTRUCnON AND THE MODERN LINGUISTS 

Leonard Bloomfield's Language (9), published in 1933, was instni- 
mental in defining modem linguistics. Bloomfield demanded that the 
study of language be more scientific and objective than it had previously 
been and demonstrated how such an end could be accomplished. He was 
concerned essentially with the spoken rather than the written language, 
and he insisted that grammar be based upon the forms and stmcturcs 
found in language as it is actually used, not as some purist thought it 
should be used. He considered that any language at any time represents 
a complete system of sounds and forms existing independently of the 
past. Such thinking, in its day revolutionary, led the way to a whole new 
conception of language study and linguistic understanding. Moreover, 
Chapter 28 oi Language, ''Applications and Outlooks," provided a lin- 
guistic framework for many schclars and <;eachers who sought to use lin- 
guistics to devise more effective means of teaching reading. 

In 1942, Bloomfield published his much-cited essay ''Linguistics and 
Reading'' (10). As early as 1937, however, he had given considerable at- 
tention to the teaching of reading, largely because he was concerned with 
how his own young son was being taught to read. Bloomfield told the 
noted lexicographer Clarence L. Bamhart that he had devised a system of 
reading instmction for his own son *' because the methods used in the 
schools were nonscientific in nature and ignored the fundamental princi- 
ples of scientific study of language developed during the last 150 years" 
(11). Bamhart contends: "Bloomfield's system of teaching readicj is a 
linguistic system. Essentially, a linguistic system of teaching reading sep- 
arates the problem of the study of word-form from the study of word- 
meaning" (12). More will be said later about Bloomfield's approach to 
reading instruction. It is sufficient at this point lo note that in the initial 
stages, it focused essentially on acquainting students with the phonemes 
or elemental sounds of the language and on teaching them how to com- 
bine these phonemes into meaningful utterances {mant pat, pin, for ex- 
ample) as well as utterances that have no meaning {mtp, nim, pos, for 
example) but that are, nevertheless, pronounceable. 

Bloomfield postulated that "in order to read alphabetic writing one 
must have an ingrained habit of producing the phonemes of one's lan- 
guage when one sees the written marks which conventionally represent 
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these phon.:mcs The accomplished reader of English, then, has an 

overpracticrd and ingrained habit of uttering one phoneme of the Eng- 
lish language when he sees the letter p, another phoneme when he sees 
the letter another when he sees the letter (13> 

Oiarlcs C. Fries, writing almost two decaHes after Bloomfield, asserts 
that *'One can 'read' insofar as he can respond to the language signals 
represented by patterns of graphic shapes as fully as he h?s learned to re- 
spond to the same language signals of his code represented by patterns 
of auditory shapes" (14), He warns that "contrary to the belief of many, 
written material contains less of the language signals than does talk'' 
(15). Fries is concerned with having readers respond to units larger than 
phonemes, and he considers reading to have occurred only when compre- 
hension has occurred: "Real readin<^ is productive reading— 2n active re- 
sponding to all the sets of signals represented in the graphic patterns as 
they build up, and the carrying forward of such a complete cumulative 
comprehension as makes it possible to fill in the intonation sequent.es, 
the special stresses, and the grouping pauses that the written text re- 
quires to fill out its full range of signal^'' (16), Clearly, he does not con- 
sider tht expressionless sounding of words to constitute reading in any 
real sen^. 

Fries gleaned complexities in reading instruction that eluded Bloom- 
field. He addresses one of these complexities in the introduction to Lin- 
guistics and Reading: "One c^n learn such words as MAN, MAT, MEN, 
MET, the phonics way and project similar letter-sound correspondences 
through a substantial number of words. But even for the three letter 
words like MAN it is not the single letter A that indicates the vowel 
sound It is the spelling-pattern MAN in contrast with the spelling- 
patterns MAhJE and MEAN that signals the different vowel phonemes 
that identify rficse three different word-patterns /maen/ /men/ /min/-, 
or MAT /maet/-MATE /met/-MEAT /mit'* (17). 

Fries makes quite sophisticated differentiations, and comprehension is 
obviously an undeiJying ingredient in all of them. So it is in much of the 
work of most of the notable psycholinguistically orien^ci writers in the 
field— Frank Smith, Kenneth Goodman, Yetu Goodman^ and Paul 
Kolers, Another member of this group, George A, Miller, reminds his 
readers that "The pen in 'fountain pen' and the pen in *play pen' are 
very different pens, even though they are phonologically and ortho- 
graphically identical- The words in a sentence interact" (18), Compre- 
hension is indisputably a necessary component of the interaction to 
which Miller alludes. 
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CURRENT CONCERNS IN TEACHING READING 



Reading teachers have long been concerned with matters related to 
word attack, vocabulary building, word study (prefixes, suffixes, deriva- 
tional roots, etc.), study skills, reading in specialized or content areas, 
oral reading efficiency, pronunciation, spelling, and the speed and accu- 
racy with which students read. These concerns persist, but with the ad- 
vent and growth of linguistic science, new light has been shed on the un- 
derstanding of many of them. 

As teachers of reading came to understand more about human psy- 
chology, particularly about the psychology of young children, the ques- 
tion of reading readiness became, and has remained, a prominent con- 
cern. Of all the reading researchers who warn against pushing children 
into reading experiences too early, perhaps none have stronger objections 
to using such materials as basal readers at the kindergarten level than do 
Miles A. Tinker and Constance M. McCullough. They remind kindergar- 
ten teachers that research indicates "that a half year or year later [dfter 
kindergarten] a child can learn the same things faster" (19). 

Largely through the research of socio- and psycholinguists, attention 
has lately been focused on two extremely important areas of reading in- 
struction, miscue analysis and dialectology, as they relate to reading 
achievement. Kenneth Goodman and Yetta Goodman arc the pioneer- 
ing investigators in the area of miscue analysis. Later researchers in lan- 
guage—Kenneth R. Johnson, Roger Shuy, Ralph Fasold, Joan Baratz, 
William Stewart, William Labov, and Jane Torrey— have focused atten- 
tion on the relationship of dialects to reading ability. 

Certainly, a new era in the understanding of language began with the 
publication in 1957 of Noam Chomsky's Syntactic Structures. This book 
marked the rise of transformational-generative grammar, a system with 
which some reading researchers had, in one way or another, been dealing 
earlier. A year before the publication of Chomsky's book, William S. 
Gray wrote about sentence analysis and transforming, using the model 
sentence "The water in our village well is good to drink" and analyzing 
it as follows: 

As one reads the first two words in this sentence various associations are 
aroused. This grasp of nneanings is restricted and nnade nnore definite as the 
third, fourth, fifth, and sixth words are recognized. The thoughts then retained 
are held in nnind, as the reader continues to the end of the sentence. When he 
recognizes the words, "good to drink." the nneaning already acquired is great- 
ly expanded and clarified. The final idea is the result of the fusion of the mean- 
ings of the separate words into a coherent whole. (20) 
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Giay goes on to note that the simple shifting of the verb ** is" to the be- 
ginning of the sentence leads to the interrogative transformation. Early 
attuned to much of the linguistic questioning and investigation going on 
in the 1950s, Gray was quick to see the implications of linguistic science, 
and particularly of the transformational-generative approach to language 
study, for reading instmction. 

TEACHING TO THE BICAMERAL BRAIN 

Despite the great advances made in learning theory in recent years, we 
have obtained relatively little detailed information about the physiology 
of how people learn. Promising recent research has sought to explain 
more fuUy the workings of the whole brain, including the right hemi- 
sphere. It is the right hemisphere that has to do with intuition and non- 
linear thinking. No wholly co.nclusive results are yet available, nor are 
they likely to be in the foreseeable future, although researchers have tak- 
en promising tentative steps in this area. It is certainly apparent that 
only a small portion of the brain's full potential has been tapped and 
that modem schools teach to the left rather than to the right hemi- 
sphere. 

The National Society for the Study of Education devoted one of its 
two 1978 Yearbooks to an investigation of how the brain operates and of 
what this portends for the educative process. Education and the Brain 
(21) is an important book. Also of considerable interest in this area are 
Robert E. Omstein's The Psychology of Consciousness (22) and The Na- 
ture of Human, Consciousness (23), Jerome S. Bmner's The Process of 
Education (24), Robert Samples and Robert Wohlford's Opening (25), 
Robert Persig's Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (26), and 
Robert Sample's The Metaphoric Mind {71). Denny T. Wolfe's chapter 
"Reading and the Brain" in English Teaching and the Brain (28) deals 
directly and succinctly with the question of the teaching of reading and 
the bicameral brain. Although Wolfe has more to say about the teaching 
of reading at the secondary level than at the elementary level, the chap- 
ter has significance for elementary school teachers. 

Certainly much well-accepted modem theory suggests that reflection 
has a great deal to do with learning and that the mind, once it absorbs a 
bit of information, no matter how inconsequential that bit of iiiforma- 
tion may seem, retains it at a subconscious or unconscious level, even 
though perhaps not at a conscious one. As we learn more about how to 
activate the mind's amazing retentive powers and to bring required in- 
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formation into the conscious sphere when it is needed, teaching and 
learning techniques will change drastically. 

The right brain deals holistically with data. In most people, it is the 
intuitive, metaphoric region of the brain. It tends toward making analo- 
gies, toward dealing with whole gestalts or shapes. This differentiation 
appears to have a great deal to do with initial reading instruction when 
young children are dealing with the shapes and forms of letters and of 
words. 

The left hemisphere, which is the verbal center in most people's 
brains, is certainly much engaged in the early stages of reading instnic- 
tion, but teachers often ignore the potential of the right hemisphere in 
their eagerness to get young students to read and write. Actually, most 
children are largely right-brained when they first come to school, but 
once there, the emphasis on activities that engage the left brain— and 
they are emphasized because they yield measurable outcomes— often 
aowds out activities that engage both hemispheres. By oflfering such ac- 
tivities, teachers could perhaps ultimately lead children to more signifi- 
cant learnings and understandings than are available to them if all teach- 
ing is essentially aimed at the rational rather than the metaphoric, at the 
objective rather than the subjective, at analysis rather than synthesis. 




Chapter 2 

PATHWAYS TO READING 



Reading, as was noted in the preceding chapter, involves both the 
physical aa of decoding and the more cerebral act of comprehending, of 
knowing what words say and mean. Some readers who can decode do so 
in complete isolation. They read words, but not sentences — printed sym- 
bok, but not ideas or concepts. Although decoding is a necessary con- 
comitant of reading, it must be viewed as a means rather than an end. 
The ultimate responsibility of reading teachers is to help their students 
to develop the ability to comprehend what they are reading. Probably 
the best way to do this is to provide youngsters with situations and activi- 
ties in which they realize that reading is an efifective means of finding 
out about things they want to understand better. 



ARE GOOD READERS BORN OR MADE? 

The kinds of environments in which children spend their first five 
years will have much to do with their attitude toward and their ability in 
reading. When Jeanne Chall was asked what could get youngsters off to 
a good start in reading, she answered unhesitatingly: "Reading to chil- 
dren at home helps. Reading to them in nursery school and kindergarten 
helps.** She suggests: "Read them stories, first of all — interesting stories 
that are vital to children. From the stories, then I would have them learn 
some of the key words— some easier, some harder. I would have a pro- 
gram of phonics, or decoding, which builds gradually and which relates 
to the stories they are reading** (1). Chall acknowledges that youngsters 
who come from homes in which reading is valued and is frequently en- 
gaged in have a distinct advantage over students who come from homes 
in which reading is not commonly practiced. However, she believes ini- 
tial disadvantages in reading can be overcome if teachers of yi>. ig chil- 
dren involve their students in transactions with literature as early as pos- 
sible. 

Paired reading at home— that is, reading in which children read aloud 
something they enjoy while a tutor (a parent, in this case) reads along 
with them, giving a perfect example of mispronounced words and mak- 
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ing sure that the reader pronounces each word correctly— is particularly 
valuable for young children. This procedure leads children to indepen- 
dent reading: "When the chUd feels confident enough to read a section 
of text unsupported, the child signals by a knock, nudge, or other ges- 
ture for the tutor to be sUent'' (2). Paired reading can take place in the 
school setting by having older students serve as tutors for beginning 
readers on a regular basis. The program works best if the reading does 
not last too long but does occur with regularity. 

Research by Jerry L. Johns supports Chall's suggestion that children 
whose parents read to them will have an advantage when they begin to 
Icam how to read. Johns's study reveals that when the Sands Concept 
About Print Test was given to 60 first grade students, equaJly divided 
among below-average, average, and above-average readers, "above-aver- 
age readers were superior to below-average readers in print-direction con- 
cepts, letter-word concepts, and advanced-print concepts" (3). Success in 
each of these concept areas is attributable in one way or another to a 
child's being read to and having thereby gained a familiarity with books 
and with print. 

Reinforcement in the home of what is being learned in school will be 
of great advantage to any student. Chall not only suggests that parents 
read to their children who have not yet learned to read but also urges 
that paients continue to show an interest in their children's reading by 
helping them to read more difficult books as they progress in school. 
Chall thinks the books many teachers use are too easy for students who 
have shown growth in their reading abilities, and she encourages teachers 
to direct students to books slightly above their reading levels. 

Certainly many of the books to which young readers have been ex- 
posed are not enticing to today's students, who have been brought up 
on television and who expect that their reading fare will be at least as 
well-constructed and exciting as Sesame Street. Bruno Bettelheim and 
Karen Zclan remind teachers that if they use books that are vacuous, 
empty of ideas, all they can stress is decoding, and that their young, im- 
pressionable students may well come to think that decoding is the most 
important aspect of reading (4). As noted previously, these researchers go 
so far as to suggest that phonics and other mechanics of reading, the 
learning of which requires drill and repetition, be separated initially 
from the reading process so that children will associate reading with ideas 
rather than with purely mechanical processes. 

If the aim of reading instruction is to get students to comprehend 
what they are reading, teachers should expose them to stories on a regu- 
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lar basis. Students in nursery school and kindergarten should be read to 
and should be encouraged to compose their own stories. Teachers should 
write these stories on sheets of paper, printing them in block letters, dis- 
playing the teller's name prominently on them, and posting them where 
people can see them. These stories should be brief, not extending be- 
yond one page of large print. If the print is colorful, as it will be when it 
is done with crayons or colored markers, it should atuaa attention and 
should make the students whose compositions arc posted feel good, not 
only about themselves but also about stories, about writing, and about 
reading. 



IDENTIFYING EARLY READERS 

Recent research by Gary Maiming and Maryann M. Manning classifies 
the characterisucs of early readers from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 
In home interviews with the parents of such children, as well as the par- 
ents of children who were not early readers, they found that the early 
readers **(l)prefer quiet games; (2)prefer to play with older children; 
(3) enjoy playing alone; (4) attended structured preschools; (5) prefer 
educational TV programs to cartoons; (6) watch TV fewer hours a week; 
(7) check out books from the library with their parents; (8) have parents 
who read for pleasure; (9) have parents who believe they should help 
them with reading; and (10) have parents with slightiy more years of 
schooling than parents of nonrcaders" (5). 

Significant in this report is that the parents of early readers tended to 
be readers themselves. Although they had spent only slightiy more years 
in school (13.6 years for motiiers and 13.8 years for fatiiers) dian tiie par- 
ents of the nonicaders (12.1 years for mothers and 11.5 years for fa- 
thers), they had, on average, some postsecondary education, which is a 
crucial matter. 



THE ART OF QUESTIONING 

Even ill an age of great competition from television, teachers can 
make stories dramatic and interesting. The story is a superb vehicle for 
stimulating student imagination, and teachers can enhance student re- 
sponse to stories by asking specific types of questions about what has 
been or is being read. Teachers should be guided in framing their ques- 
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tions about stories by what is currently known about the kinds of infor- 
mation various questions solicit. 

P. David Pearson and Rand J. Spiro have identified three types of 
questions, each of which occupies a different position in the hierarchy of 
learning. Their classification includes the following types of interroga- 
tion: 

1. Questions that require text-explicit information (How many sisters 
did Cinderella have?) 

2. Questions that require text-implicit information (What do you 
think Cinderella's stepmother wants for her own daughters?) 

3. Questions that require script /schema-implicit information (How 
did Cinderella feel about her stepmother?) (6) 

The first type of question tests whether students listening to the stoiy 
have retained the simple factual details it presents. The second type is 
more interpretive ,^ although information specifically given in the story 
provides the answer to it. The third type of question is much more inter- 
pretive and speculative. To answer it, students must read implications 
into the story and must arrive at an answer by drawing information from 
their own knowledge, which not all students are in a position to do. 

Questions can, as Karen K. Wixson concludes, "lead readets away 
from as well as toward desirable learning outcomes" (7). Wixson re- 
minds teachers that "questions must be considered within the context of 
both the reader and the text, rather than in isolation" (8) and that they 
must take into account the reader's existing knowledge. In other words, 
given a heterogeneous group of students, teachers should ask all three 
types of questions, thereby making it possible for students at various lev- 
ek of development and from diverse backgrounds to have an opportunity 
to respond. Teachers must be cautioned not to reach premature judg- 
ments about student ability on the basis of who answers which types of 
questions and of how valid their answers are. Preschool children and chil- 
dren in the primary grades develop at quite different rates, and one who 
is presently performing at the purely literal end of the spectrum may ex- 
perience a growth in insight that will change that situation quite quickly. 



WORDS IN THE CHILD'S ENVIRONMENT 

Children who are exposed to an urban environment are continually 
bombarded by words on signs and in other contexts that are a natural 
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part of such an environment. Many two- and three-year-olds can identify 
McDonald's, Wendy's, Burger King, the Holiday Inn, or the Ramada 
Inn because not only have they learned to make associations that may be 
related in part to word recognition but also they can recognize the de- 
signs that surround the letters. 

Yetta Goodman and Bess Altwerger feel that the logos with which we 
are surrounded are important devices that can help very young children 
come to their first recognition of the fact that print has meaning (9). 
From this standpoint, the logo can be a useful teaching device in the 
preschool, kindergarten, and first grade. Recognition of logos can be en- 
couraging to young students, and one cannot deny chat such recognition 
bears a close kinship to reading at a rudimentary level. 

It is possible to use logos in making up printed stories which will help 
students become funiliar with the concept of the book. In one experi- 
ment, Shelley B. Wepner created such books from dictation by two 
groups of children, one group about 3.5 years old and the other group 
4.5 years old. Students pasted logos in their books, irA cuch book was 
individually tailored to each student. She kept the vocabulary simple and 
fomiliar, and used such sentences as ''Jessica loves Burger King." She 
had students read their books to each other and to her; as they did so, 
she tape-recorded their readings so that they could later hear themselves 
reading. 

Wepner found that this technique was successful up to a point, and 
that it familiarized students with many of the elements of a book and of 
print. The 4. 5 -year-old students also began to recognize the beginnings 
and ends of stories so that they were starting to internalize some of the 
structural characteristic of writing (10). Wepner's techniques worked well 
for the students with whom she was working. 

Other research questions whether young students who recognize logos 
are actually reading. Working with four-year-old Australian students, 
Marilyn Goodall found that many of them could identify such words as 
RcDondd's, Band-Aid, and Coca Cola when they were shown these 
terms in isolation (11). The Wepner and Goodall studies certainly point 
to the feet that logos can be used successfully as devices for teaching very 
young students to read only if they are in some way associated with other 
print and with familiar words. 

Certainly the four-year-old studer* who can begin to gain a concept of 
what a book is and of what print is and what the relationship is between 
the two will have a headstart in reading. If, as Wepner suggests, some of 
these students also come to recognize some of the structural elements in 
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story lines, they will have gained a sophistication that will be useful to 
them as they move into the primary grades. 



UNDERSTANDING STUDENT ERR.ORS 

Work in miscue analysis, which is addressed in Chapter 9, has led 
teachers to realize that they can learn a great deal about their students if 
they understand the kinds of errors students make in decoding. With 
students who are just learning to read, some types of errors may indicate 
sophistication rather than deficiency. 

Bettelheim and Zclan tell of a bright kindergarten student who was 
frequendy read to and who was just beginning to read on her own. In 
this instance, she was reading a story about a monkey on stilts, the last 
sentence of which was "What fun!" The word fun had occurred previ- 
ously in the story, and the child had read it correctly. When she came to 
the end of the stor, , however, she read, "What fail!" and had a puzzled 
look on her face. 

An initial surface reaction in a situation like this might be for the 
teacher to conclude that the student does not really know the word fun 
and ^ that she has read it correctly in its earlier occurrences because the 
context gave her clues. But just the opposite may also be the case. In this 
instance, the student was not enjoying the story. Her previous encounters 
with stories had led her to believe that the conclusion of a story sums up 
the story. Because she had not enjoyed the story, "What fun!" was not 
an accurate summary statement, and her substitution of "What fail!" 
represented her conclusion about the story (12). 

This child had achieved a degree of literar/ sophistication that enabled 
her to make generalizations about story structure — in this case, about die 
function of final statements in stories. Therefore, her misreading, if in- 
terpreted on a deep rather than a surface level, might well lead a teacher 
to conclude that the child is advanced for her age. Research on correla- 
uons between students' understanding of story structure and comprehen- 
sion suggests that "some young readers are aware of text structure and 
this awareness is correlated with recall of important textual informadon" 
(13). Studies by Gordon Bower and by Jean Mandler and Nancy Johnson 
clearly indicate that if students have an awareness of story^ structure, they 
will remember the stories better and will become more proficient at pre- 
dicting the outcomes of stories (14), a skill that reflects a high level of 
reading sophistication. 
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Lesley Mandcl Morrow contends that an awareness of story structure 
will also help students to differentiate ** between major and minor 
events, see relationships between events, and know what to expect in a 
story" (15). Although Morrow's research focuses on students who are al- 
ready able to read, it also has significance for children who are on the 
brink of being able to read. If they have, through being read to, begun 
to glean elements of story structure, as had the child in Bettelheim and 
Zclan's example, they are on the path to becoming efficient and sophis- 
ticated readers. 

ORAL UTERATURE AND STORY STRUCTURE 

Oral literature has through the ages been an unportant vehicle for 
transmitting culture. Societies concerned with trying to achieve universal 
literacy date back only a century or two in most cases. Before the popu- 
lace could read and write, most of the history and folkways of civiliza- 
tions were transmitted through the oral recitation of talcs such as Beo- 
wulf, Gilgamesh, and The Song of Roland, and of the fairy talcs of the 
Brothers Grimm. Nursery rhymes arc a fundamental part of our or^l tra- 
dition and occur in one form or another throughout all cultures. 

Oral literature, much of which is now available on records or tapes, 
can provide prereading students with an excellent brid.^e to reading; 
such literature is inuicately structured and a great deal of it is at an inter- 
est level appropriate to young children. Stories such as "Little Red Rid- 
ing Hood," "Hansel and Gretel,** "Cinderella," and "Jack in the 
Beanstalk" are solidly placed in the oral uadition of the United States as 
well as many other counuies. 

Oral tales are useful because they incorporate the structural devices 
that will help students learn how to read them in their printed form af- 
ter they have been expO;;cd to them orally. Because the tellers of tales 
had to remember what they were to present them to audiences who were 
familiar with their stories— and most of the gleemen of old who wan- 
dered around reciting their tales had committed thousands of lines to 
memory— the tales contained specific memory aids that can be used ef- 
fectively in early reading instruction. 

Carol Lauritzen has identified the four most common of these aids: 
(1) repetition of wording; (2) repetition of syntactic patterns; (3) the use 
of linking words; and (4) cumulative structure (16). Lauritzen suggests 
that students be introduced to the oral version of a story or poem, and 
that they be moved gradually toward printed versions of the material. 
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When printed versions are read from, much of the initial reading will 
be retelling more than reading, but, as Lauritzen suggests, "the constan- 
cy of an oral literary pattern provides a great deal of security for begin- 
ning readers and remedial readers" (17). She also notes that students 
who begin their reading in this way do not seem to engage in the "hesi- 
tant, jerky, word-by- word reading" that often characterizes the oral 
reading of young children. This statement suggests that the students are 
doing more than merely decoding. They know the story, which is de- 
signed to bear repetition, and their reading of it involves a level of com- 
prehension that usually is lacking when they read from some of their 
other books. 



REREADING FAVORITE BOOKS 

Some teachers feel that rereading a book that a class has already read 
once is a waste of time. Among young children, however, repetition is 
often valuable. Just as children learn language by constantly repeating 
phrases — often to the point that their repetitions drive adults to distrac- 
tion—so they can learn something about stor/ structure by the repeated 
reading of books that they panicularly like. 

Miriam Martinez and Nancy Roser worked with two groups of four- 
year-old students, one group in the home and the orfier in nursery 
school. They classified student responses to stories according to form (did 
the student ask a question, answer a question, or make a comment) and 
focus (whether what the student said was directed toward the story's ti- 
tle, characters, events, details, setting, language, or theme). 

The study revealed that children in both the home and the school set- 
tings talked more as they gained familiarity with the story. Their talk 
also changed in form as the story became more familiar. As the story was 
repeated, the children's responses focused on different aspects of the sto- 
ry than they had at first. As students grew more familiar with the story, 
the depth of their understanding increased substantially, indicating that 
the rereading of stories is far from a waste of time but is rather a step to- 
ward the development of greater skills in comprehending what the story 
is about (18). 

It is necessary to remember that young children are in the process of 
discovering their own worlds and that to impose an adult concept of 
time upon them is perhaps to rob them of some of the joys and rewards 
of discovery as well as to reduce the level at which they are comprehend- 
ing the materials to which their teachers are leading them. 
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UNDERSTANDING WHERE YOUR STUDENTS COME FROM 



Teachers who do not know much about the cultuices from which their 
students come may experience difficulty in teaching these students. Stu- 
dents ftom some cultures, for example, will not look teachers in the eye 
because they have been uught that it is disrespectful to look directly at 
people in positions of authority. Navajo children have been brought up 
to >^ue the spirit of cooperation over the spirit of competition so they 
may find themselves at a loss in a situation that is essentially competi- 
tive. 

Developing sensitivity to the backgrounds and cultures of students can 
help teachers to work most effectively with those students who come 
from cultures different from their own. A teacher's lack of understand- 
ing of such cultural differences can lead to devastating results for young 
children and, in some cases, can turn them off to learning forever. 

The Kamehameha Educational Research Institute in Hawaii has devot- 
ed itself for many years to the development of instructional programs 
and strategics aimed at inaeasing the achievement of Hawiiiian children. 
The program recently served students in 65 classrooms in five different 
public sdiook on the islands of Oahu, Hawaii, and Kauai. The program 
stresses that reading instruction shall be meaning oriented. 

The Institute has identified three areas in which students working in 
culturally compatible situations will learn best. To begin with, the class- 
room has an open-door policy; students are permitted to enter the class- 
room as soon as they arrive at school. The second policy, that of having 
several learning centers in the classroom, is derived from an aocnowledg- 
ment that Hawaiian children are given many responsibilities at home. In 
school, they are given the responsibility of setting up the learning centers 
that will be used during the day, providing them with the sense of in- 
volvement they feel at home but might be deprived of in conventional 
school settings. Thirdly, reading discussion is carried on in such a way 
that individual children arc not called on. Rather the group talks about 
whatever it is they are focusing on and the group provides answers to 
questions. 

Many a child who was considered below average has blossomed in the 
experimental programs of the Institute; the explanation for this improve- 
ment — the Institute has recognized the culture of the learners and has 
adapted its instructional policies to harmonize with that culture (19). 

Probably no greater barrier exists to elective instruction than that 
posed by the clash of cultures. In a society as diverse as that found in the 
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United States and in many other industrial nations, it is imperative that 
those teaching the young know as much as they can about the cultures 
from which their students are drawn. Failure to understand these cul- 
tures will result in failure to understand the students who come from 
them. Students who find themselves in schools where their own cultures 
are not understood or valued will soon sink to the lowest end of the edu- 
cation spectrum and will ultimately fail in school and possibly in life. 
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Chapter 3 

HOW YOUNG CHILDREN LEARN 



Imitation rather than scientific design accounts for the teaching 5tyles 
of most educators. We teach as we were uught l^cause it seems safe to 
teach this way. We survived it so we presume that ovl: students will sur- 
vive it and perhaps prosper as we did. G)mmunitics will accept without 
question the endless grammar drill, the recitation of multiplication ta- 
bles, and other exercises such as these that have characterized the educa- 
tions of the people in the power sttucture of any advanced society. Meth- 
odology is questioned only when it departs significantly from what was 
done when those who control education were in school. 

Had medicine been subjected to the public pressures that have nor- 
mally been exerted on education, in all likelihood we would still be 
treating people by bleeding them, and the average person would not live 
to be 50. Schools change slowly, '^'^d even when valid and compelling re- 
search evidence is available :o educators, that evidence is ofren held sus- 
pect and is slow to make inroads in many schools. 

CLASSinCATION OF EARLY LEARNING PROCESSES 

Numerous classifications can be made of the learning processes of 
young children. A strict chronological classification, while c\tremely gen- 
eralized in nature and rife with exceptions, can be of some help to par- 
ents and teactiers. Frances L. Ilg has arrived at a useful taxonomy. After 
tracing the events in children's development that lead to reading readi- 
ness (1), she associates each of these events with a typical age at which it 
might be expected to occur. For example, between two and two and a 
half years of age, children arc generally interested in tiny things, includ- 
ing **a tiny edition of Kate Grecnaway or Peter Rabbit" (2). This posi- 
tive feeling about one or more books, even though it may have linle or 
nothing to do with the physical act of reading us such, is a first step 
toward the acceptance of books. Between the ages of two and three, chil- 
dren may develop a sustained interest in the stories parents tell or read to 
them; between the ages of three and three and a half, they may memo- 
rize stories or nursery rhymes. When one reads familiar favorite stories to 
children of the latter age group, it is interesting to change one key word 
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(for example, to substitute "bird" for "butterfly") to see whether the 
child notices the substitution and suggests the correction. 

Ug conunents that the young child who is frequently rcaJ to begins to 
build up a store of sight words, often based on the word's initial letter 
and on the memory of a story. She speculates that between five and a 
half and six, the child "can read the word Washington as easily as Jane if 
the story is about Washington and he can recognize this word because it 
begins with B^. .."(3). Among other useful generalizations that ilg 
makes are the following: 

• The typical first grader approaches reading with zest and enthusi- 
asm, but will likely have trouble keeping his or her place because 
of the instability of the visual mechanism at that age. 

• Youngsters at six may insert words, especially adjectives, into what 
they are reading aloud, particularly adjectives they have just read 
because at that age they love repetition. 

• Such youngsters begin with enthusiasm, but their interest may 
flag because they cannot sustain it for long. 

• They become mechanical readers as they approach age seven, read- 
ing in a virtual monotone, presumably because they are now be- 
coming increasingly concerned with comprehension which may be 
deaeascd if they stop to labor over every word (4), 

Ilg*s findings, based upon extensive observation of large numbers of 
children, were little influenced by the findings of neurophysiologists, 
much of whose most important work became available after Ilg had 
enunciated her conclusions about child development. The same might 
be said of many of the findings of Jean Piaget, who also made important 
generalizations about the way children develop intellectually and physi- 
cally. 

RECENT NEUROPHYSIOLOGICAL HiSfDINGS 

Recent research in neurophysiology suggests conclusions of enormous 
significance to educators. In many instances, the neurophysical findings 
support the earlier speculations and empirical findings of suc*^ seminal 
thinkers as Piaget, Vygotsky, Chomsky, and — much earlier — Montessori, 
Whitehead, and even Aristotle. Montessori was a physician; her ap- 
proach to learning and teaching methodologies was often based upon 
strong biological evidence as well as upon philosophical and pedagogical 
speculation. 
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Hcnnan T. Epstein has recently chronicled the brain's physical 
growth, noting that "human brain growth occurs primarily during the 
age intervals of three to ten months and from two to four, six to eight, 
ten to twelve or thineen, and fourteen to sixteen or seventeen years, and 
. . . these stages correlate well in timing with stages in mental growth" 
(5). Epstein notes that all stages of growth in the brain— except for the 
last stage 14 to 16 or 17 — correspond almost exactly to the classical 
stages of development identified by Piaget. 

If Epstein's research is valid, as it appears to be, then teachers should 
take careful note; it indicates that periods exist when intellectual effort 
will yield more significant results than an equivalent amount of intellec- 
tual effort might yield at some other time. Also, as will be seen, to begin 
intellectual training prematurely may produce long-term negative results 
so that the early starter may ultimately become the student who falls be- 
hind. Students who are pushed into tasks prematurely may fail at them 
and may, as a result, begin to develop images of themselves as failures. 

Epstein's ''and Piaget's) third stage is crucial. It is during this stage 
that initial re^iing instruction is emphasized and most children learn to 
read. Although some notable experts in the field have suggested that 
reading instruction should begin before the first grade — as noted in 
Chapter 4, which deals with reading readiness — Epstein's findings dis- 
courage early reading instruction. Two notable studies have revealed that 
learning is best achieved if students are not pushed into reading before 
they are ready. 

R. S. Hampleman did a longitudinal study of two groups of children, 
the first consisting of students who were no older than six years and three 
months when they entered school and the second consisting of students 
who were six years and four months of age or older when they entered 
school. The overall intelligence of each group was essentially die same. 
By the end of sixth grade, the group of students who had entered school 
at a later age (the older group) was approximately one-third of a year 
advanced over the younger group. The difference, while not statistically 
significant, is certainly suggestive (6). 

Of greater statistical significance are the findings of L. B. Carter who 
compared two groups of 50 children each: the first group entered school 
before age six; the second entered school after becoming six. The two 
groups were intellectually similar, and the balance of boys and girls was 
controlled. The Carter study reveals that by the end of sixth grade, a full 
87 percent of the children who entered school prior to age six had not 
equalled the scholastic achievement of the group whose members en- 
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tcrcd school after becoming six (7). These findings are important when 
viewed in the light of Epstein's findings about the physiological stages in 
the brain's development. 

Although some researchers have found it possible to teach reading to 
first grade students who have a mental age of less than six years, their 
evidence speaks merely of teaching students to do something— in this 
case, to read— but fails to take into account the long-term benefits of 
doing so, as the Hampleman and Carter studies have done. Albert J. 
Harris acknowledges that it is possible to teach children of mental ages 
below six to read; but in seeking to do so, he warns, one must expect 
that progress will be slower, the teacher effort greater, and the need for 
individualization considerably more tlian when teachers work with chil- 
dren whose mental development is further along (8). 

As early as 1923, E.L. Thomdike, concerned with the question of 
readiness in relation to the physiology of the brain, discussed the behav- 
ior of neurones and their possible effects on intellectual achievement at 
various developmental stages (9). Arnold Gesell was also concerned with 
the question of humankind's stages of physiological development and 
their implications for education (10). Their conclusions suggesting that 
human development is a highly individual matter certainly lead one to 
be cautious about trying to teach students to read before they are ready. 
More success will be experienced if children are enticed by ideas and if 
they move into reading when their natural curiosity leads them into it. 

OPPOSING \TEWS 

The next chapter notes that some highly respected researchers in read- 
ing call for earlier beginnings in reading instruction for some children. 
Notable among the authorities cited is Dolores Durkin who has long had 
an interest in and a concern with this matter (11). Durkin does not advo- 
cate pushing children prematurely into reading, but she feels that some 
children have the desire to read early and that reading instruction would 
not be harmful to them. Their desire is easily noticeable. They are chil- 
dren who love to be read to, who develop a good store of sight words, 
and who have an interest in printed signs and other printed objects. 
These children generally come from environments in which books are 
important. They are generally middle- or upper-class children. But even 
these children, it must be remembered, may not in all cases possess the 
visual stability to be able to read well in any sustained way (12), so there 
is no cause to worry if they are not amenable to early reading instruction. 
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The frantic abandonment and disparagement of progressive education 
in the period immediately following the launching of Sputnik in 1957 
caused many influential educators to push toward developing learning 
strategies that would enable students to learn things earlier. Influential 
among the books of the time was Jerome S. Bmner's The Process of Edu- 
cation, which startled readers with such statements as, "We begin with 
the hypothesis that any subject can be taught effectively in some intellec- 
tually honest form to any child at any stage of development" (13). One 
must remember that this statement was presented as a hypothesis to be 
tested rather than, as many took it to be, a statement of Bruner's theory 
of education. But, because this fact was not fully realized, some educa- 
tors thought that the ages of children and the stages of their develop- 
ment had less to do with their learning processes (including learning how 
to read) than the organization of the material taught to them did. 

Perhaps the most interesting and carefully considered approach to 
early reading instmction comes from Lawrence Kohlberg, who, while not 
denying the mental growth that occurs between ages sbc and eight, feels 
that reading instmction might reasonably be undertaken earlier. He 
writes: 

A good deal of learning to read and to write in the elementary school is a te- 
dious task for the six to eight year old, requiring drill, repetition, self-correction 
and considerable insecurity in connparing the child's own performance with 
that of other children in the classroom. Because reading and writing (especially 
reading) are relatively low level sensorimotor skills, there is nothing in the cog- 
nitive structure of the reading task which involves any high challenge to the 
older child. In contrast, the identification of letters and words can be challeng- 
ing fun for younger children. (14) 

One must acknowledge the validity of Kohlberg's st^icmtnt for some 
children. However, the physical development of the individual child, as 
well as the environmental factors that impinge on his or her learning 
readiness, will inevitably dictate that some children cannot begin to read 
early and will not profit from doing so. Indeed, by attempting to read 
before they are ready, their first formal learning experience may become 
a frustrating one, and it is sometimes difficult for children who associate 
frustration with the first formal learning tasb to disassociate frustration 
from them in the future. Therefore, if teachers (and/or parents) are go- 
ing to err in this particular matter, less harm is likely if they err by keep- 
ing the child longer than necessary from formal instruction rather than 
by pushing the unready child into premature learning situations. 
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THE MIND AS RECEPTOR 



The human brain is never at rest; it is always actively involved in a va- 
riety of processes. Even when children are engaged in such seemingly 
passive activities as listening to someone talk, viewing television, or 
being read to, complex and active mental processes are occurring in 
them. Teachers can help to conuol and shape experience, but each indi- 
vidual must process that experience, and each will process it in a differ- 
ent way. Neurophysiologists have found substantial evidence "that envi- 
ronmental stimulation helps the 'healthy' brain develop to its optimal 
condition" (15). Teachers can help to provide some of the environmen- 
tal stimulation alluded to here. They have less control over how students 
process what they receive than they have over making sure that students 
receive some stimulation. 

Consistent with recent discoveries about the brain and its workings, 
Robert M. Gagne writes that many changes have taken place in the con- 
ception of how people learn and of what learning is. He notes: "investi- 
gators are shifting from what may be called a connectionist view of learn- 
ing to an information processing view. From an older view which held 
that learning is a matter of establishing connections between stimuli and 
responses," he continues, "we are moving rapidly to acceptance of a 
view that stimuli are processed in quite a number of different ways by 
the human central nervous system, and that understanding learning is a 
matter of figuring out how these various processes operate." Gagne ac- 
knowledges, "Connecting one neural event with another may still be 
that most basic component of these processes, but their varied nature 
makes connection itself too simple a model for learning and remember- 
ing" ^16). This statement is, of course, provocative in view of much that 
has been written by Bruner (17), Bloom (18), and other learning theo- 
rists. 

Whether learning to read is regarded as a passive or an active learning 
experience — and cases have been made for both views — it can never be 
said convincingly that the mind is not involved actively in the learning 
process. David H. Russell claims: "The act of reading has usually been 
regarded as a receptive process rather than a creative one. There seems to 
be some justification, however, for the use of the term 'creative reading' 
to signify behavior which goes beyond word identification or understand- 
ing of literal meaning to the reader's interpretation of the printed mate- 
rials" (19). In this statement Russell strives to relate reading to his six 
major categories of thinking behavior — perceptual thinking, associative 
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thinking, concept foraiation, problem solving, critical thinking, and cre- 
ative thinking. What he says, however, is quite in agreement with the 
conclusions of other researchers about the kind of process involved in 
learning to read — particularly the conclusions of those researchers who 
think that reading has not occurred if comprehension has not taken 
place. 

Piaget was aware that **it has been shown by the study of animal be- 
havior as well as by the study of the electrical activity of the nervous sys- 
tem that the organism is never passive, but presents spontaneous and 
global activities whose form is rhythmic" (20). Teachers must remember 
that they are dealing always with sentient beings who mold the experi- 
ences that reach them into their own interpretations of those experiences. 
The mind as receptor is never passive. It receives, it perceives, it re- 
uieves, it uanslates, it uansforms, it assimilates, and, in the end, it re- 
tains its own .image of all that has been imprinted upon it. 

INCREMENTAL EEARNING 

Most teaching is based upon the fact that learning is incremental. 
Good teaching is a partnership between teachers and learners because it 
is well-acknowledged that the more responsibility learners assume for 
their learning, the more effective the leaminp^ experience is. Bloom's tax- 
onomy and Bruner's theory of instruction ixe based on the incremental 
nature of learning. Both stress that learning must be accomplished in 
small, sequential steps, with the behavioral outcome of each step clearly 
and specifically stated in advance. For example, in beginning reading, an 
outcome (behavioral objective) such as "The student will learn the 
Roman alphabet" would be much too broad. Rather, a reasonable objec- 
tive might be **The student will learn to distinguish between the lower- 
case block letters b and ^in a printed context." Behavioral outcomes are 
never stated in such terms as **The student will learn to appreciate . . ." 
or **The student will come to understand ..." because appreciation and 
understanding are not measurable in specific ways. On the other hand, a 
teacher can show students a picture of a boy and a picture of a dog and 
ask which one begins with /b/. The answer given will be either correct or 
incorrect, and will be a valid test of the stated objective. 

Madeline Hunter, who defines learning as **any change of behavior 
that is not maturational or due to a temporary condition of the organ- 
ism," goes on to say, 'Teaming is governed by laws and proceeds incre- 
mentally" (21). Few would quarrel either with Hunter's definition. 
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which she supports very well, or with her statement about the incremen- 
tal nature of learning; however, her latter statement cannot be taken at 
face value without considering some other theories about the incremental 
nature of learning, of which more will be said subsequently. 

Hunter supports her second statement by saying, "Learning is incre- 
mental. Simpler learning components make up more complex learning 
behaviors. Therefore, we can systematically build step by step toward a 
complex learning. The acquisition of a more complex behavior attests to 
the accomplishment of the necessary component or prerequisite learn- 
ings" (22). Hunter calls for precision in the teaching process and sug- 
gests that "attainability by the learner within a reasonable time is 
another essential property of an appropriate learning objective" (23). 
Each of Hunter's statements contends that all learning is incremental. 
Nowhere does she state that it continuously proceeds from one increment 
to the next at the same rate. Anyone reading such an implication into 
Hunter's statements — and such misrcadings have not been uncommon — 
may possess a distorted view of what she is calling for. It may well be in 
many cases that although increment B comes logically after increment A, 
some students are not ready to move from one level to the succeeding 
level at a particular time. Fallow periods in a child's development occur 
at particular times between one level and the next. Such fallow periods 
occur in the learning sequences of all human beings; in some cases they 
last for a year or more and can be followed by spurts in learning poten- 
tial, if the fallow periods are handled properly. 

THE CRITERION OF DIFHCULTY 

Albert North Whitehead, writing in 1922, made statements that fly in 
the face of much that later learning theorists, such as those just men- 
tioned, came to espouse. Nevertheless, Whitehead's arguments are so 
cogent that no one who is concerned with the question of how people 
learn can ignore them. Indeed, neuroscientists are now beginning to pre? 
sent research evidence to support many of Whitehead's earlier conten- 
tions. 

Whitehead first states that "different subjects and modes of study 
should be undertaken by pupils at fitting times when they have reached 
the proper stage of mental development" (24). Such a statement is so 
patently and universally acceptable that one might ask why Whitehead 
would take the trouble to make it. Indeed, taken at face value, this 
statement seems to be completely consistent with what Hunter and 
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Bloom and Bruncr have contended. However, when Whitehead takes the 
statement one step further, its content takes an unexpected turn; he 
urges his reader to * 'consider first the concept of difficulty. It is not true 
that the easier subjects should precede the harder. On the contrary, some 
of the hardest must come first because nature so dictates, and because 
they are essential to life'' (25). He goes on to speak of the enormously 
difficult challenge that language acquisition, one of the most complex 
and confusing learning tasks known to the human race, presents to soci- 
ety's youngest learners. He continues, **The hardest task in mathematics 
is the study of the elements of algebra, and yet this stage must precede 
the comparative simplicity of the differential calculus" (26). 

WHIIEHEAD'S THEORY OF NECESSARY ANTECEDENTS 

Whitehead is more concerned with the question of necessary anteced- 
ents in the learning process than he is with moving from simple to less 
simple to complex, as Hunter delineates the process and as Bloom and 
Bruner both suggest. Whitehead says that a student cannot read Hamlet 
if a student cannot read. In terms of difficulty, learning to read presents 
learners with much greater challenges than does reading a specific work 
after they have learned to read. But the initial skill must be learned, 
regardless of difficulty, before the second act can be accomplished. Many 
learning theorists appear to ignore or forget this basic and quite obvious 
fact. In so doing, they may cause teachers to underestimate the degree of 
challenge that some early elements of reading instruction present to their 
students (27). 

It may be difficult, for example, for a teacher to understand why some 
students can identify the word hoy or toy or gM on one page of a primer 
and then, five minutes later, be unable to identify the same word on an- 
other page. Teachers who are puzzled by this phenomenon should look 
at a page of Arabic or Chinese or Hebrew or Greek and find one symbol 
on the page. Then they should scan the page looking for a repetition of 
the symbol. It is devilishly difficult to spot such a symbol when one is 
unused to the language and symbol system being used, and this is just 
the sort of problem with which beginning readers are faced, 

ADJUSTING THE PACE OF LEARNING 

Whitehead addresses the question of whether intellectual progress is 
continuous or, as he calls it, periodic. This argument is the basis for his 
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title, "The Rhythm of Education." He writes, "The pupil's progress is 
often conceived as a uniform steady advance undifferentiated by change 
or type or alteration in pace; for example, a boy may be conceived as 
starting Latin at ten years of age and by a uniform progression steadily 
developing into a classical scholar at the age of eighteen or twenty" (28). 
Whitehead uses the word rhythm to convey the sense of "difference 
within a framework of repetition." He is convinced that learning activ- 
ity, like life, is periodic. 

Although Whitehead is less explicit than Piaget about the ages at 
which various stages of development occur, there is remarkable corre- 
spondence between what the two writers think. Whitehead believes that 
the three years between the ages of 12 and 15 represent the optimal time 
for a massive attack on language; he suggests, following this period, that 
a massive attack on science is appropriate. Tliis contention is consistent 
with the stages of romance, precision, and generalization that he identi- 
fies. 

Research in the physiology of the brain indicates that no new brain 
cells are formed after the second year of life; however, "the cessation [of 
the production of brain celk] contrasts markedly with the increase of 
about 35 percent in brain weight after [age two]" (29). Epstein argues: 
* *If these modifications occur continuously during child development, 
then each child at any age represents a point on a continuum of develop- 
ment. However," he cautions, "if increases are not continuous, but 
rather occur at discrete periods during life, then we have to think in 
terms of stages of brain development. Such brain development stages 
may well manifest themselves in correlated, if not causally related, stages 
of mental development' ' (30). 

Epstein's data indicate that the theory that the brain's weight in- 
creases in stages rather than continuously is provable, and that these 
stages occur between 2 and 4 years, 6 and 8, 10 and 12, and 14 and 16, 
with some variations attributable to gender differrnces (31). These stages 
of the brain's physical growth are well correlated, as Epstein says, with 
stages of mental development. Epstein suggests that "the question of 
what to do during the putative 'fallow' period will be answered defini- 
tively only by executing in schools (not in psychology laboratories!) some 
well-designed experiments aimed directly at that question" (32). The 
answer to that question can have a great deal to do with the whole of 
anyone's intellectual development. Perhaps, as Kohlberg suggests, the 
"relatively low level sensorimotor skills" (33) such as reading (decoding) 
and writing would best be taught during the fallow periods so that the 
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more intellectually interesting tasks, such as comprehension, can be ap- 
proached when the mind is in a growth stage. But it is equally possible 
that the complexities, both physical and intellectual, of initial reading 
and writing experiences are best handled when the brain is in a growth 
phase. The data on this matter are sketchy and inconclusive to date. 

THE BICAMERAL BRAIN 

As early as Aristotle's time, the brain was recognized as being bicam- 
eral. In most people, the left hemisphere governs the actions of the right 
side of the body and vice versa. It is now thought that in most people, 
the left brain controls such operations as reasoning, analyzing, speech 
formation, linear thinking, verbal activity, sequential patterning, and 
comparing and contrasting. The right brain, on the other hand, is con- 
cerned with intuition, synthesis, the holistic view of things, subjectivity, 
and analogical processes. The left brain is alert, the right brain aware; 
the left brain is controlled, the right brain creative; the left brain is 
knowing, the right brain absorbing; the left brain is active, the right 
brain receptive (34). 

We know little about the intricacies of how the brain processes infor- 
mation. We do know, however, that some experiments show ways in 
which an increased knowledge of the functions of both hemispheres of 
the brain can drastically change the way in which initial reading instruc- 
tion is offered. Roger Sperry experimented with patients, mostly stroke 
victims, whose corpus callosum had been severed, causing their right and 
left brains to function independently of each other. Sperry flashed on a 
screen for one-tenth of a second words like KEYCASE, in such a way 
that KEY appeared only in the left field of vision, CASE in the right. 
When he asked patients what word they had seen, they said CASE. But 
when he had them reach into a bag and pull out the item that corre- 
sponded to the word they had seen, they consistently pulled out keys — 
even though they could not name what they had pulled out (35). 

In a study of a Japanese patient whose left middle cerebral artery was 
occluded, Yamadori reports that the patient could read Japanese ideo- 
grams (Kanji) but had great difficulty reading Japanese phonograms 
(Kana), presumably because reading the phonograms depended on the 
left hemisphere while reading the ideograms depended on the right (36). 
Extensive research has determined that * 'pictures, generated images, and 
instructions to image words" (37) can have a profound effect on the re- 
tention of information presented to both adults and children. 
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Reporting on one of his own experiments, Merlin C. Wittrock writes: 
"In reading, learners are hypothesized to use individualized abstract an- 
alytical and specific contextual cognitive processes to generate meaning 
for the text from their memories of earlier experiences. The sentences in 
the text are the retrieval clues which initiate the generative processes. In 
one study of reading," Wittrock reports, "one famUiar synonym substi- 
tuted in each sentence for an unfamiliar word doubled children's com- 
prehension of the story and sizably raised their retention of it" (38). 
Such information is becoming available in such volume that it will in all 
likelihood have a profound effect on the strategies of future reading 
instruction as well as on the way that future beginning reading materials 
are composed. 
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Chapter 4 

WHEN ARE CHILDREN READY TO READ? 



READINESS DEHNED 

Among the many definitions of reading readiness, there is perhaps 
none more succinct and direct than Ethelouise Carpenter's serviceable 
statement that ''readiness lies somewhere between wanting to t.\nd hav- 
ing to" (1). Alexander and others call reading readiness ''the systematic 
teaching of slcilk used to translate print into a comprehensible message" 
(2). In essence, children are ready to read v/hen they show signs of realiz- 
ing that written words have meaning, thai words are composed of lettets 
that have sounds, and that words can be combined into phrases, clauses, 
and sentences to produce fuller meanings. 

Readiness is a process of becoming, a process of bringing together the 
vast complex abilities and, in some cases, materials required to perform a 
task, be it walking, talking, reading, digging a hole, baking a cake, or 
whitewashing a fence in Hannibal, Missouri. Underlying readiness is cu- 
riosity, and this is where motivation comes in. Without curiosity, no one 
is ever ready to embark on a learning experience. Although the physical 
development of the eye muscles and other such factors enter into reading 
readiness (3), youngsters cannot really be said to be ready for reading un- 
til they need to know something that the printed medium can tell them. 

The factors that determine reading readiness are so numerous tliat it is 
impossible to recognize all of them. They are different for evrry child. 
David P. Ausubcl warns that "readiness can never be specified apart 
from relevant environmental conditions" (4). Albert J. Harris goes be- 
yond this statement, contending that readiness is influenced significantly 
by intellectual development, language development, perceptual develop- 
ment, sociocultural factors, and personality development (5). 

Ausubel agrees essentially with Harris when later in his study he 
states, "Readiness is a cumulative developmental product reflecting the 
influence of all prior genie effects, all prior incidental experience, and all 
prior learning (i.e., specific practice) on cognitive patterning and the 
growth of cognitive capacities, as well as the interactions among these 
different variables" (6). Ausubel calls readiness "the principal develop- 
mental dimension of cognitive structure" (7). 




Cunningham and others acknowledge most of the conventional com- 
ponents of reading readiness, but they also stress the imponance of com- 
municating to children some of the salient purposes of reading as well as 
helping them gain familiarity with terms they will need to know in rela- 
tion to reading (8). The metalinguistic terms that apply to reading— 
ter^ word, and sentence, for example— sometimes seem so obvious that it 
does not occur to teachers to teach them. However, without a knowledge 
of the basic vocabulary of reading, students have difficulty learning to 
read (9). 

In her examination of the teacher's manuals accompanying five basal 
reading series, Dolores Durkin discovered that not all of them paid 
attention to the metalanguage students have to know in order to be able 
to talk about language and to understand it. She writes; "If a manual 
suggested that a period be describd to students as something that shows 
where a sentence ends, that was considered comprehension instruction. 
Although it was lean, the directive was judged to be both relevant and 
instructive, since readers do need to know where sentences end if they 
are to understand them." Durkin goes on to say, "Before being told 
about this function of periods, however, they [students] need to know 
what a sentence is, but manual authors overlooked this need'' (10). 

Certainly teachers should also expose students to happy situations thi.: 
involve reading and should demand that their basal readers and other 
materials used in initial reading instmction depict people reading for 
pleasure and for information (11). Few basal reading selections show 
people actully reading. 

Edward W. Dolch lists five kinds of readiness that he considers neces- 
sary before a child can embark most productively on the task of reading: 
physical readiness, school readiness, language readiness, interest readi- 
ness, and perceptual readiness (12). Dolch may be correct in assuming 
that readiness in all these areas is prerequisite to learning to read effec- 
tively, but in pointing out the areas in which children need to be ready, 
he suggests obliquely the sorts of real problems that today's teachers 
have in dealing with the diversity of students found in typical primary 
grade classrooms. 

THE CURRENCY OF THE TERM READING READINESS 

Although the term reading readiness cam? into common use in the 
1920s, "the common interpretation was that readiness is the product of 
maturation" (13). Durkin shows how the psychology of G. Stanley Hall 
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has directly influenced the conception of readiness in reading instruc- 
tion, based as it was on the belief that **each individual, as he grows and 
develops, passes through certain stages, and these stages follow each 
other in an incviuble, predetermined order" (14). This mechanistic view 
of human development has a certain neatness and an appealing; order 
about it; vestiges of it are found even today in Kohlberg's stages of mor- 
al development and in similar taxonomies. But this view docs not sug- 
gest that one should merely wait for learning to happen rather than di- 
recting activities toward well-defined learning ends. 

Ausubel recognizes that **to equate the principles of readiness and 
maturation not only muddies the conceptual watets, but also makes it 
difficult for the school to appreciate that insufficient readiness may re- 
flect inadequate prior learning on the part of the pupils because of inap- 
propriate or inefficient instructional methods." He then warns of a prev- 
alent danger: "Lack of maturation can then become a conveniently 
available scapegoat whenever children manifest insufficient readiness to 
learn." thereby absolving the school of responsibility (15). 

Miles A. Tinker and Constance M. McCullough, while not denying 
the importance of maturation in reading readiness, believe that a child 
"is ready to read when maturation, experience plus verbal facility and 
adjustment are sufficiexit to insure that he can learn in the classroom sit- 
uation." They classify the factors involved in reading readiness as fol- 
lows: "(1) intelligence and socio-economic status; (2) physical factors; 
(3) experience and language development; and (4) personal and social ad- 
justment" (16). 

Some writers suggest that one cannot afford to wait for maturation to 
occur in beginning readers. Michael A. Wallach and Use Wailach warn: 
"Waiting for readiness to mature is hard to justify ... if there is some- 
thing one can do to facilitate acquisition of the skill in ques' ,n. The so- 
cial consequences of waiting are to hold down those who are disadvan- 
taged already" (17). The Wallachs agree with Durkin, who suggests ti>at 
disadvantaged children need, "instead of a postponement in reading in- 
struction, ... an early start with it" (18). To dismiss such children with 
the excuse of waiting for them to mature is to deprive some of them of 
instruaion in an area that can help them to become integrated more 
fully into the mainstream of their society. 

Nevertheless, not all chL'dfcn are ready to read at the same time. Re- 
search by George W. McConkie and David Zola suggests that some chil- 
dren do not have the physical coordination of the eye muscles that effec- 
tive reading demands; they are physically unable to read efficiently until 
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this coordination develops (19). Attempts to teach them to read prema- 
turely may have a pernicious effect on their later ability to read. When 
they fsul or are inefficient in their early attempts to read, they may form 
an in?age of themselves as deficient readers. Such a stigma can interfere 
significantly with their attempts to read after their eye muscles have de- 
veloped to the point that they are physically able to undertake the task. 
Also, reading will not be a pleasurable experience for children who have 
to struggle too hard to perform the skill, and such children are unlikely 
to grow into enthusiastic readers. Teachers should deal with these chil- 
dren by reading to them, by letting them know that interesting stories 
and exciting information are contained in books, so that their motivation 
for learning to read will be enhanced every day they are in school. 

The first book on reading readinci>s was M. LucUe Harrison's Reading 
Readiness (20), followed three years later by Methods of Determining 
Reading Readiness (21). For the last six decades, readiness has received 
considerable attention from teachers of reading and from researchers in 
the field. Questions remain about how readiness is best determined and 
about what instruments are most reliable for measuring it. However, it is 
generally thought that students should be enticed into reading rather 
than forced into it before they are physically and psychologically ready to 
undertake the task of learning the single skill that will likely have the 
most significant long-term effects on all of their formal learning experi- 
ences. 

WHEN ARE CHILDREN READY TO READ? 

No pat answer to the question "When is a child ready?" has proved 
satisfactory. In fact, in the light of recent research, such answers seem 
dangerous. The simplest and most absolutistic answer to the question 
was provided in 1931, when Mabel V. Morphett and Carleton Wash- 
burne of the highly respected Winnetka, Illinois, school system con- 
cluded that a child with a mental age of 6.5 is ready to read (22). When 
this finding was accepted by many as the authoritative answer to a terri- 
bly complex and difficult question, all sorts of testing programs were de- 
signed to zsszss the mentjd age of children thought to be teetering on 
the brink of reading readiness. The Morphett- Washburne study admitted 
that some children with a mental age ■)f less than six were able to pro- 
gress in reading, although their number was small. At the other end of 
the scale, they found that very few children with mental ages between 
7.5 and nine had difficulty learning to read. 
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The problem with this study is that it was carried out with a school 
population that was essentially homogeneous. In today's schools, cultural 
diversity is so great that measurements of mental age are not altogether 
reliable; the instruments are weighted against nonnative speakers ot 
English and speakers of nonstandard EnglSh. Current tests are accurate 
in that those who score low on them, because of th,,ir cultural differences 
from mainsucam American children, are often the students who have 
difficulty learning to read. As measures of intellectual potential, howev- 
er, the tests are generally biased and, therefore, unreliable. The danger 
of such tests is that schools may misconstrue the meaning of the scores, 
making the presumption that students who have a mental age below 6.5 
are not ready to read and should not receive reading instruction. 

Low scores at this point can become self-fulfilling prophecies for stu- 
dents; they can force early categorization to occur, and set loose the very 
forces about which Robert Rosenthal and Lcnore Jacobson have written 
(23)— specifically that teachers* expectations of students significantly af- 
fect the academic performance of those students. To do so would surely 
work to the detriment of most of the students who have been so catego- 
rized. 

Recently a new tool for indicating reading readiness has been suggest- 
ed by Meredyth Daneman and Adcle Blennerhassctt, whose research, 
although fiir from complete or exhaustive, suggests that children's listen- 
ing spans may provide clues to when they are reaching the point of read- 
ing readiness. These researchers find that "the listening span test . . . was 
still the best single predictor of listening comprehension, even for pre- 
schoolers" (24). TTiey report that among the 24 children in their sample, 
"the 8 children with small listening spans of 1 or 1.5 sentences were cor- 
rea on only 48 percent of the high-integration items [on which they 
were tested]; the 16 children with tlie larger spans of 2 to 3 sentences 
were correa on 77 percent of the items" (25). 

Daneman and Blennerhassett conclude that "although the present 
study was not designed to elicit direct evidence on [the question of read- 
ing readiness], there is some promising albeit scanty evidence to suggest 
that listening span could indeed be used as a tool for predicting reading 
readiness" (26). More research is needed in this area and should soon be 
undertaken. 

Teachers of reading should listen to Durkin's admonition that it is not 
necessary that children be "ready" in all the areas that constitute readi- 
ness in order for the teacher to begin reading instruction with them. 
"Instead, we should be thinking in terms of readiness in the sense that 
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one collection of abilities makes a child ready for one kind of instniction, 
while a somewhat dififerent collection might make him ready to cope 
with another." Durkin notes that it is an all too common belief that 
children "must be able to do everything — and right away. Such an as- 
sumption," she reminds her readers, "needs to be replaced by one 
which recognizes that a child learns to read, a step at a time; and that 
the important readiness requirement is that he is able to le?xn the first 
step." Durkin concludes her statement with perhaps the most important 
reminder of all: "Fortunately, success with that first step often prepares 
the child to be ready for the second" (27). At this point in reading in- 
struction, success is all important. Children who have a strong sense of 
having accomplished something and of having been recognized for chat 
accomplishment will be motivated to continue their accomplishments in 
reading — and in their minds they will probably view reading as a pleas- 
ant and rewarding activity. 



READING AND WRITING 

Young children begin to see and understand the relationship between 
the printed word and the spoken word when they start to write. Some 
students can actually write before they can read, as impossible as this 
may seem. A great deal of students' success in reading has to do with 
their development of what the concept word communicates. Shane Tem- 
pleton writes, "Children's concept of *word' develops as a consequence 
of (1) their exposure to print in the everyday environment and in con- 
nected text and (2) their own attempts at writing" (28). 

Reading, as Sandra Stotsky says "has usually been related to listening 
and writing to speaking, rather tian either one to the otiier" (29). This 
situation, of course, is understandable because on the surface, at least, 
reading and listening are decoding processes, whereas writing and speak- 
ing are encoding processes. Nevertheless, considerable evidence is being 
accumulated to suggest that a relationship exists between reading and 
writing and that understanding this relationship can help teachers to im- 
prove instruction in both reading and writing. 

It has been demonstrated that as children compose text, however sim- 
ple it may be, they start to construct their own understanding of the re- 
lationship between speech and print (30). Initially, such writing will bear 
little resemblance to what one usually thinks ^f as writing. Maryann M. 
Manning and Gary Manning say, "In the beginning children will invent 
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their own spellings for femiliar words As children develop, if they 

are given opportunities to write frequently, their spellings of words will 
become more conventional" (31). Students will eventually come to un- 
derstand sound-letter relationships, and this will move them toward 
more conventional spelling. Templeton writes: "Children do not devel- 
op their concepts about print by passively copying what they find in 

their environment Most children want to write, and will do so if 

given the opportunity" (32). 

One researcher has found that as children learn to write their names 
and the names of their friends, they are being moved closer to reading 
readiness (33). Through writing names, they also will learn a number of 
letter-sound relationships that will help them ultimately with their spell- 
ing. 



READINESS AND SPEIXING 

Donald D. Durrell has classified the letters of the alphabet according 
to their phonetic qualities. In composing a reading readiness test, Dur- 
rell found that among 63 children in the bottom tenth of his kindergar- 
ten distribution, "the ability to identify the first letter in these spoken 
words was relatively easy: beaver, ceiling, deep, genius, people, teacher, 
veal, and zebra. (Median success rate, 41 percent.)" However, when 
Durrell moved to words whose first letters were not phonetic— cold, 
dog, game, paint, tent, visit, and zoo, the median success rate dropped 
to 21 percent (34), indicating that in the earliest reading instruction, the 
more phonetic the words are, the more likely it is that students will be 
able to pronounce them. 

Duncll also found that in words beginning with short "e," students 
identified as the first letter the first phonetic letter— /for effort, I for 
elephant, m for emerald, n for engine, s for Esther, and x for extra. 



THE PHYSICAL ASPECTS OF READINESS 

Classroom teachers in kindergarten and the primary grades must be 
particularly observant of signs that suggest to them which students have 
physical problems that might interfere with their learning, particularly 
with their learning to read. Remember that children who have never seen 
clearly or have never heard well are probably unaware of having any dis- 
abihty. In order for people to know that their vision or hearing is inade- 
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quatc, they must have some standard against which to compare it. Chil- 
dren who have always seen objects as fiizzy outlines or heard sounds as 
garbled, distant vibrations are usually unaware that anyone else sees or 
hears differently from the way they do. 

Observant teachers can detect signs of problems and can seek help for 
students whom they suspect of having visual or auditory handicaps. 
When teachers detea problems of this sort early, many students can be 
ucated and have their vision or hearing corrected to close to normal. As 
a result, such students will be better able to succeed in their school work. 

Visually handicapped students may seem inattentive. They may work 
on something like a drawing for a short period of time and then look out 
the window, seeming to have lost interest in what they are doing. They 
may squint when they look at objects or at the chalkboard, and they may 
push their eyelids and eyeballs with their fingers in an attempt to sharp- 
en the focus by altering the shape of the eyeball. Some may show physi- 
cal manifestations of the problem such as tearing or redness of the eye- 
ball or eyelids. Some may have accumulations of mucus in the corners of 
their eyes or on their eyelashes. They may rub their eyes a great deal, 
and, when they look at books, they may hold them very close, very far 
away, or at odd angles. They may close one eye as they try to focus on 
something. All these behaviors may point to visual problems, which, if 
unattended, will make it difficult or imposijible for the child to read. 

Students with hearing defects may also have difficulty developing in 
areas related to language. Such children may talk much less than others. 
Like the visually handicapped, they may seem inattentive and/or unre- 
sponsive. They may turn their better ear to the speaker or cock their 
head or cup their hands behind their ears. Teachers who suspect that 
children have hearing defects should note whether such children have 
visible discharges from either or both ears. Also, teachers might ask such 
children to play a radio or phonograph, paying close attention to the 
amount of volume such children select in order to hear what is being 
played. 

Some schools routinely examine children for visual and auditory acu- 
ity. In schook where this policy is not in force, teachers must be vigilant 
to see that any handicapped students are identified and helped. Even 
where examinations are routinely given, teachers should report anything 
that might have been overlooked in the routine examination because 
visual and auditory defects not only can put children far behind in the 
initial learning experience but also can give them a psychological disad- 
vantage that may remain for a lifetime. 
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FACTORS THAT AFFECT READINESS 

Class size can have an enormous effect on how well a child is able to 
read. Jack A. Holmes has examined thoroughly the question of class size 
and concludes that the younger the student, the more dv-sirable it is to 
have small classes. He contends that if children are to be taught at the 
kindergarten level (age five or below), a student-teacher ratio of 10 to 1 
is the absolute maximum. He writes, "Other things being equal, the 
earliest age at which a child can be taught to read is a function of the 
amount of time or help the teacher can give the pupil" (35). School dis- 
tricts are sometimes penny-wise and pound-foolish in staffing policies. 
Rather than achieving the desired ratio at the kindergarten or primary 
level, they later employ remedial reading teachers to try to salvage the 
students who rnight have learned to read in the primary grades had more 
personal attention been available to them at that point in their educa- 
tion. 

An important social variable affecting reading instruction is that boys 
and girls at age six or seven are not equal in maturity. F. L. Ilg and L. B. 
Ames write about youngsters who are old enough, both mentally and 
chronologically, to enter first grade but who lack the maturity to succeed 
at the tasks required of first grade students. The researchers call these 
youngsters the "superior immatures" (36). The majority of students so 
designated are boys; because boys and girls normally enter school at the 
same chronological age, the difference in gender can have a profound 
impact on the learning situation in the primary grades. 

Jeanette Jansky and Katrina de Hirsch find that "Most studies report 
that girls are ready to read earlier than are boys and that they retain this 
advantage through the lower grades** (37). They go on to cite several 
convincing studies to support their contentions, including one study 
whose conclusion is that at age six, boys are a full year behind girls in 
skeletal development! (38) 

Most experienced teachers realize the difference in the maturity of 
boys and girls; these differences present teaching problems on a continu- 
ing basis. Most boys do not catch up to girls in maturity until puberty so 
that the differences last well into junior high school or middle school. 

One solution to the problem would be to allow girls to enter first 
grade at an earlier age than boys are permitted to enter. Because boys 
eventually do catch up, however, this solution is not feasible. The more 
obvious solution is to provide for individual differences by reducing the 
student-teacher ratios in the lower grades. If this solution seems econom- 
ically impractical, certainly the alternatives available are even more so. 
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TESTING FOR READINESS 

Readiness tests abound. The most commonly used are the Gates Read- 
ing Readiness Test, the Gates-MacGinite Reading Tests: Readiness Skills, 
the Metropolitan Achievement Test, the Bender Visual-Motor Gestalt 
Test, the Pintner-Cunningham Primary Mental Test, the Wepman Audi- 
tory Discrimination Test, and the Lee- Clark Reading Readiness Test. 
Also in common use are the Harrison-Stroud Reading Readiness Profiles, 
the Murphy-Durrell Reading Readiness Analysis, the American School 
Reading Readiness Test, the Clymer-Barrctt Prereading Battery, the 
Delco Readiness Test, the Dominion Tests, and the Lippincott Reading 
Readiness Test. 

Harris indicates that most readiness tests are concerned with three or 
more of the following measures: 

1. Visual perception; matching of pictures, geometrical forms, let- 
ters, and words 

2. Verbal comprehension, including vocabulary and concepts, sen- 
tence comprehension, and following directions 

3. Auditory perception, including recognizing whether whole words 
are the same or different, recognizing rhyming sounds, or finding 
words with similar initial consonant sounds 

4. The ability to identify letters of the alphabet and digits 

5. Sample lessons, in which a small number of words are taught by a 
specified procedure for a specified length of time, after which the 
ability to recognize the words is tested 

6. Rating scales for teachers to use in rating the children on charac- 
teristics not tested in the objective subtests 

7. The ability to draw or to copy a drawing. (39) 

It is of the utmost importance that readiness tests be introduced in an 
informal, gamelike atmosphere. Students should not feel threatened by 
such tests, nor should they ever have the sense that their only alternatives 
are to pass or to fail. 



STARTING EARLY 

Opinions are sharply divided on the question of how much encourage- 
ment should be given children to begin reading early. Certainly many 
talented children have begun reading at phenomenally early ages. Clar- 
ence Darrow, the famed attorney, reminisces: **I cannot remember when 
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I learned to read. I seem always to have known how. I am sure that I 
learned my letters from the red and blue books that were always scat- 
tered on the floor It must be that my father gave me little chance to 

tarry long from one single bock to another, for I remember that at a very 
early age, I was told again and again that John Stuart Mill began study- 
ing Greek when he was only three years old" (40). Another prodigy, 
Norbert Weiner, the famed mathematician who earned a doctorate be- 
fore his twenty-first year, reports that he was fully able to read at the age 
of five and "had full liberty to roam in what was the very catholic and 
miscellaneous library of my father" (41). 

Durkin has suggested that early exposure to reading instruction might 
give slower students a needed head start: * 'Children of relatively lower 
intelligence especially benefit from an early start ... it might well [be] 
that slower children need contact with learning to read that is spread out 
over time" (42). Notable experiments in Whitby, Connecticut, and in 
Denver, Colorado, have demonstrated that children can be taught the 
physical act of reading earlier than is usually the case. The question is 
whether this is the most efficient long-term procedure. While much re- 
search remains to be done in the field, some early findings suggest that 
starting children too early may result in a cycle of failure that impedes 
their future learning. The much-cited study by George D. Spache and 
others (43) reports that the children in the two lowest quartiles of the 
study whose reading program was begun in January or Maxch scored 
higher on reading tests at the end of the year than did comparable stu- 
dents who had been introduced to reading instruction in die preceding 
September or November. 

WHAT TEACHERS CAN DO 

Kindergarten and primary teachers should nor push their students into 
reading. Nevertheless, they should build the best reading environment 
possible within their own classrooms. Language in all its manifestations 
should be used constantly: stories should be told; dramas should be en- 
acted; books and other attractive reading materials should be abundant; 
posters should be displayed; items such as desks, ch ^';bles, walls, 
windows, erasers, and plants should be labeled in blor* . ,icfs (44). 

Teachers should note whether any students can read fluendy from 
books around the room. Can these students read silently as well as oral- 
ly? Can they recognize words from the stories they read when the words 
are isolated? Can they read words in lower-case as well as upper-case let- 
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tcrs when they are printed on cards? Can they differentiate among such 
letters as b, d, p, and ^? Among h, m, n, and u> Among C, D, G, and 
O? Do they sound their vowels in such a way that there is a differentia- 
tion among pan, pen, and pin'i Among tan, ten, and tin} ^ 

Teachers should encourage students to tell them stories that they then 
print in block letters on sheets of paper. Students often begin reading 
with relarive case if it is their own stories that they are reading They also 
enjoy reading stories that other students in the class have told to the 
teacher. After such stories are written by the teacher (and they may be 
only a sentence or two long at the beginning), students should be en- 
couraged to copy their stories in block letters resembling those the 
teacher has used. 

The most important and reassuring strategy that can help to prepare 
students to read is the natural introduction of print media of all sorts 
into the classroom. Sucu media should be introduced into game situa- 
tions; for example, playing store, which involves reading labels and deal- 
ing with play money, will enhance the early reading skills of young stu- 
dents. 

The skillful teacher of young children will work to bring them to the 
point of wanting to read and will then carefully pilot them through the 
shoali to the point at which they read to satisfy their curiosity' and needs. 
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Chapter 5 

HOW COMPUTERS HELP CHILDREN 
LEARN TO READ 



Most schools have been caught up in tlic comprter revolution of the 
1980s. No level of education has been left untouched by this revolution, 
and the future of all instruction is now as intimately related to it as it 
generally has been to the use of textbooks. Students in elementary 
schools are active members of the computer generation, and already 
many seven- or eight-year-old youngsters are for more computer literate 
than both their parents and their teachers. Conscientious teachers are 
working sttcnuously to learn as much as they can about computers and 
to prepare instructional materials appropriate to computerized instruc- 
tion. 

Computers offer teachers and students many advantages, not the least 
of which are that computers have infinite patience and that they offer 
immediate feedback. Educators have for decades recommended that 
teachers give students as much individual attention as they can, and dtd- 
iated teachers, usually handicapped by" large class enrollments, have 
umyersally experienced considerable frustration at not be=jig able to give 
their studene more individualized instruction and individual attention. 
The use of computers has remedied this situation substantially and has 
led to greatly improved learning outcomes for students at all age levels 
and of all abilities. 

OVERCOMIMG IHE FEAR OF COMPUmS 

Not surprisingly, many teachers feel gro.ssly inadequate to deal with 
the computer revolution, which has burst upon them almost overnight. 
Microcomputers demand exact commands and will not respond when ^he 
commands contain even slight variations from prescribed form, sucn as a 
misplaced slfc>b mark or asterisk. Teaclicrs who have had the bulb on the 
film projector bum cat at the dramatic raoment when 25 lively students 
have been primed to watcS a film or who havi. had mimeograph fiuid 
leak out of its drum all over their papers, their clothing, and the work- 
room floor have an understandable distrust of macliines. To rJiem, the 
microcomputer may seem more awesome than the film projector or the 
mimeograph machine because the microcomputer seems almost able to 
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think and because its programs place users in an interactive relationship 
that is much more sophisticated than the interaction one normally has 
with other machines. 

The only way to overcome computerphobia, a perfectly legitimate 
malady of the 1980s, is to plunge right in juid begin to use a microcom- 
puter. Teachers whose school districts ofifer them the opportunity to buy 
miaocomputers at reduced prices and to pay for them with interest-free, 
payroll deduction loans are cheating themselves and their students if 
they do not take advantage of this opportunity. 

For the first week or two, new computer owners will probably be over- 
whelmed by what they need to learn. Most computer manuals are bewil- 
dering at first, confusing and frustrating most users. Since reading the 
whole manual will probably be counterproductive at this rH)int, it is best 
initially to find out from the manual ho?/ to boot the machine — that is, 
how to get it to the point that it will reco..7e and dispense infomiation — 
and then to work from there. 

Begin to read beyond the computer manual, focusing on articles that 
deal with the uses of computers as they relate to teaching reading. The 
Reading Teacher has offered a steady flow of s^ach articles, and George 
Mason has also done much through monthly column, "The Print- 
out," to inform teachers of the possibiliues that exist for using miao- 
computers on a daily basis in classroojns. Mindstorms: Children, Com- 
puters, and Powerful Ideas (1) is an exciting book by Seymour Papert, a 
mathematician from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who 
spent five years in Geneva studying wiith Piaget. Papert shows how stu- 
dents of varying ability and age levels can use the computer to help them 
gain mastery over the basic skills they aeed as well as to move on to the 
more sophisticated skills of high-level reasoning. In a recent issue of En- 
glish Journal, this writer has suggested a dozen ways in which teachers 
can use microcomputers in their classrooms, dividing this list into admin- 
istrative uses, instrucdonal uses, and combined administrauve and in- 
structional uses (2). 

It is helpful at this stage in your transition to computer user to fmd 
colleagues who are a little more advanced in using computers than you 
arc and who don't mind receiving a desperate call for help occasionally. 
Try out various computer programs, imd if you don't get the desired re- 
sults, turn to the manual and turn to friends who arc willing to help. 
User groups have formed in most cities, and if you become aifxiliated 
with such a group, you will fmd that the members arc supportive and 
generous in giving help. 
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If you do not have your own microcomputer, start using those avail- 
able at your school. U§e the computer at first to keep records of student 
petformance since you have to do this housekeeping job in one way or 
another anyway. Begin by creating a file for each student in which you 
record information about grades, classroom reports, group activities, and 
other elements of student performance. You should always copy your 
important files onto a back-up disk so that if the original disk should be 
damaged in any way, you will still have the information. And do not let 
the last statement frighten you. I have been using the microcomputer for 
two yean now, and I have yet to lose any information from any of the 
dozens of disks I have filed. Nevertheless, knowing that I have a back-up 
for the important ones makes it easier for me to sleep at night. 

After a week of experimenting with the computer, you should begin 
to gain confidence, although you will still experience some fmstrations 
and will make some mistakes. By the end of two weeks, you probably 
will begin to wonder how you lived before the microcomputer began to 
take the dmdgery out of so many elements of your professional life. 



LEARNING MORE ABOUT COMPUTERS 
AND READING INSIHUCTION 

Most libraries are now awash in new books and periodicals about com- 
puters and education. The International Reading Association has pub- 
lished Computer Applications in Reading by George Mason, Jay S. Elan- 
chard, and Danny B. Daniel (3). This book is essential for teachers who 
want to use computers for reading instmction. Its suggestions are pmcti- 
cal, and although any computer book is dated before its distribution be- 
cause the field is expanding so rapidly, the information in this book is of 
sufficient general usefulness that it will be valuable for some years to 
come. Also of as enduring value as any book in this field can be is Leo 
Geoffrion and Olga Geoffrion's Computers and Reading Instruction (4). 
Although one needs constant updates on software, these two books pro- 
vide usefiil guidelines for evaluaring software. They also suggest literally 
scores of ways in which computers can be used to enhance reading in- 
strucrion at various grade levels, and the Geoffrion's book ha^ the best 
list presently available of software one can use in teaching reading. 

The Center for the Snidy of Reading (CSR) at the University of Illinois 
(51 Gerty Drive, Champaign, IL 61820) produces regular research reports 
that are aimed at teachers and administrators rather than at researchers 
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and that focus considerable attention on possible classroom applications 
of these research findings. Quarterly lists of their reports are available on 
request, and copies of the actual reports are available through ERIC or, 
for a nominal fee, directly from CSR. Of particular interest is Reading 
and Writing with Computers (CSR Reading Education Report No. 42). 

SCHOOL COMPUTERS 

If your school has not yet entered the computer age, it is in the mi- 
nority. You and your colleagues should make the best case you can for 
the purchase of at least two microcomputers for every elementary school 
classroom, although one computer for every five students would be the 
desirable ratio. The school should also have extra computers that can be 
loaned to teachers who are planning lessons that require more than the 
usual number of machines. Having extra machines also should assure un- 
interrupted instruction when a classroom machine is out of commission 
and needs servicing. 

Most schools have made significant headway in equipping classrooms 
with computers. Once the initial move is made, teachers and administra- 
tors realize what an indispensable learning tool the microcomputer is, 
and they become evangelists for the purchase of additional machines and 
the software to run them. 

Regardless of the grade level at which you are teaching, you can count 
on having some students who know more about how to operate micro- 
computers than you do, and, with their help, you should be able to put 
your machines to immediate use. When you begin to use them, you will 
realize that computer users can either control or be controlled by the ma- 
chines. It is important pedagogically to acknowledge this situation and to 
guide each student into the sort of relationship vith the microcomputer 
that seems appropriate. 

The rest of this chapter will suggest ways in which computers can be 
used effectively in various learning situations involving the teaching of 
reading. Most of the suggestions arc easy to implement,^ and they pro- 
vide the kind of individualized instruction that we only dreamed of until 
the computer revolution overtook the schools in the early 1980s. 

COMPUTER ASSISTED READING 

Microcomputers can serve many functions in the teaching of reading 
at the elementary school level. TTiey can be especially valuable to stu- 
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dents in the upper elementary grades who are not good readers. Such 
students may view books as symbols of their earlier failures and will 
make better progress in their reading if they deal with print in contexts 
other than the book. 

Patricia N. Chrosniak and George W. McConkie have conducted pilot 
studies with elementary school students who read below grade level and 
have devised a Computer Assisted Reading (CAR) program. Their pro- 
gram presents a text on the screen which the students read. The students 
are equipped with light pens, and whenever they come to an unfamiliar 
word, they touch the word with the pen. The computer is programmed 
through an audio recording to articulate any word that ^ touched. The 
Chrosniak-McConkie program is so designed that whenever a word is 
touched with the light pen, it is not only articulated but also intensified 
on the screen so that the reader's attention is drawn to it. The program 
stores up to 3,000 words and can deliver any one of them in aaiculated 
form in haif a second. 

The researchers reasoned that if children are reading in informal . 
texts at home and come to words they do not know, they can ask 
ever is there what the unfamiliar word is and, once having been told the 
word, can go on with their reading. Many beginning readers achieve a 
fair reading speed when they receive this sort of assistance. Chrosniak 
and McConkie speculated that if the computer were programmed to give 
the same son of assistance that a parent or older sibling might give in an 
informal setting, beginning readers would more readily develop better 
reading habits and an increased enthusiams for reading than if they had 
to struggle with every unfamiliar word. Also, because their reading speed 
would increase, their comprehension of the material they wee reading 
should increase as well. 

In order that students could move as quickly as possible into substan- 
tively interesting reading material, Chrosniak and McConkie piesented 
students with reading material two grade levels above the level at which 
they were reading. To give students books so far beyond their reading 
levels would in most conventional situations be to invite discouragement 
and frustration. However, because studeccs using the Chrosniak-McCon- 
kie program have immediate help with every word that gives them diffi- 
culty, they begin to read quite easily from the advanced materials pre- 
sented to them. 

The researchers found that even students who had to use their light 
pens extensively for help understood the passages they were reading. 
They r^^port, "Tape recordings made of the children reading aloud in 
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early and final sessions clearly demonstrate the change in reading fluency 
that took place as the children learned to use the computer's help" (5). 
Also, of course, when this sort of reading assistance is available, students 
will gain a familiarity with words they do not know initially and will in- 
crease their sight vocabularies. 

All of the students in the Chrosniak-McConkie study were from the 
third, fourth and fifth grades, and their reading levels were from 8 to 27 
months below grade level. The Distar reading program was used with 
these youngsters. The study extended over a 10-week period, with each 
student reading for 20 to 30 minutes a day, five days a week. They were 
exposed to a broad variety of reading materials ranging fiom fables, folk 
tales, and children's stories to essays, biographies, and human interest 
stories. 

The children were given the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test before 
and after the study, and each child was tested for decoding ability and 
spelling recognition. Because students neither spent enormous amounts 
of time trying to sound out unfamiliar words nor skipped over them, 
their comprehension of the material they read inaeased substantially. 
One might also speculate that a program like CAR could lead students 
to become independent readers more quickly than conventional reading 
instruction is able to. 



EEARNING THE KEYBOARD 

If students receive formal instruction in touch typing, it is usually at 
the secondary level. However, with the ascendancy of microcomputers in 
schools, it now is desirable for students to learn touch typing earlier. 
Also, whereas touch typing has generally beer taujjht to students in 
commercial programs and to a small number ' i students who elect the 
beginning course in typing, current wisdom indicates that probably all 
students should receive some formal nstruction in the skill so that they 
can gain familiarity with the computer keyboard. 

Some elementary school students have received instruction in touch 
typing as far back as 1895 (6), and special courses in the skill have been 
available to students in the 6- to 12-ycar age range in a small number of 
schools around the country for the last three or four decades. Many of 
these courses have been offered in special summer enrichment programs. 
The available data indicate that students who take such courses have 
shown gains in their reading and writing abilities as they have learned to 
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type. Their spelling, grammar, and punctuation generally improved as 
they became better typists (7). 

J. L. Rowe reporu^ on a summer course in touch typing given to third 
and fourth grade students. The students who completed 3ie course in- 
creased four months on standardized tests of their reading comprehen- 
sion levels and seven months in their vocabulary levels. The control 
group of students who were not involved in any summer school activity 
lost a month in their reading comprehension levels and three months in 
their vocabulary levels in the same period (8). Students in Fort Lauder- 
dale and Stuart, Flcxida, who learned touch typing in special elementary 
school classes showed considerable progress. In standard measurements of 
their abilities, more than half of them tested one year ahead of students 
who had not taken touch typing (9). 

Certainly the hunt-and-pcJc method of using the keyboard of the 
microcomputer is inefficient. Students should be weaned from it as soon 
as they have the motor skills they need to learn to type. The instruction 
they receive should not be as concentrated as in a typing course at the 
secondary school level. The computer is more forgiving than convention-- 
al typewriters so the degree of perfection in typing that was once re- 
quired need no longer be demanded. 

Students who have been using microcomputers in the primary grades 
are likely to have a head start on learning the keyboard, even if they are 
still hunt-and-peck typists. They are unlikely to require more than a few 
weeks of instruction, probably in 20- to 30-minute increments (10), in 
order to learn enough touch typing to serve their needs in using micro- 
computers. Students should not be pushed into instruction in touch typ- 
ing, but such instruction should be available to them when they show an 
interest in learning how to type. 

COMPUTERS AND STORY TELLING 

Story telling has long been recognized as a fundamental part of read- 
ing instruction in the early elementary grades. In the past, teachers 
sometimes copied stories on large sheets of paper as students told them 
and then used these stories as a resource for teaching reading to the rest 
of the class. 

The microcomputer permits teachers in the early grades to go a step 
beyond the former method by typing the stories students tell in class 
into the computer and then making printouts of these stories. The ad- 
vantage of using such material is that it will usually be in the dialect of 
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many of the youngsters in class as well as being at their reading levels. 
Once students' stories are on diskettes, the students who composed them 
can work at revising them, expanding them, and making them more ef- 
fective. 

Mark Grabs and Cindy Grabe recommend that teachers copy the sto- 
ries that students present orally so that "children gain firsthand experi- 
ence with writing/ reading relationships by learning to read stories they 
have written. They can extend these insights by learning to read stories 
diaatcd by friends" (H). This approach helps students in the class to in- 
teract and to share ideas with each other. It can also lead to effective 
group composition sessions. Once students begin to work with their sto- 
ries and begin to alter them on the monitor, they will see that revision is 
an opportunity rather than a chore and that the challenge of turning a 
good piece of writing into an outstanding one is great. They will also be- 
gin to make connections between the words of the story as they have dic- 
tated it and the graphic representation of those words on the monitor or 
on the printout. Because they have diaated the story, they will be work- 
ing with femiliar vocabulary, and the burden of decoding should be 
lighter than it would be if they were reading stories printed in a book. 
Also, the decoding should be less mechanical, more rhythmical than it 
typically is when students read aloud sentences someone else has written. 

Curds C. Dudley-Marling suggests that when teachers use miaocom- 
putcrs essentially for drill and practice, which certainly can be carried out 
well on them, their students' language experience may become frag- 
mented, whereas when teachers employ microcomputers for such activi- 
ties as recording students' stories, "there is some evidence that using 
computers may result in longer language experience stories and more re- 
visions" (12). Dudley- Marling also suggests that students' stories stored 
on a diskette might be followed by cloze sentences drawn from the sto- 
ries that will indicate students comprehension of what they are reading. 
He contends, too, that students who use microcomputers as word proces- 
sors will be more likely to take risks in their writing than will smdents 
who compose their stories in a less flexible medium. The miaocomputer 
not only makes revision easy but also makes it possible for students to 
structure their stories in numerous ways before deciding on a final ver- 
sion. 

Nancy J. Smith reaches conclusions similar to Dudley-Marling's. She 
writes, "The search /replace capability [of microcomputers] encourages 
synonym substitution and the immediate access to a clean copy stimu- 
lates fiirther language play" (13). The old system under which students 
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Icamcd to read and write encouraged neatness, sometimes at the expense 
of quality. The raiaocomputer permits both neatness and quality. 



DSriERACnVE STORY TEiXING 

Human creativity is more pronounced in most children's preliterate 
years than at any other time in xheir lives, and teachers in the primary 
grades have a special responsibility to keep this aeativity and imagina- 
tion alive. With the help of the miaocomputer, they can use prepack- 
aged Interactive stories with their students, or they can create interactive 
stories themselves and put them on diskettes. 

An interactive story is one in which the reader (the user of the micro- 
computer) helps to decide the story's outcome. At various crucial points 
in. the stojy, users are given options from which to choose. The option 
they selea at a given point will determine how the story will unfold up 
to the next crucial point, where other options will be provided. 

Interactive stories heighten students awareness of story structure be- 
cause they must exercise their options at structurally significant points in 
the story (14). Recent research reveals that students who are aware of the 
structure of texts read those texts with greater comprehension than do 
those students who are not aware of textual structure (15). Interactive 
stones introduced in the primary grades not only fascinate most students 
but also help them to develop an awareness of literary structure that wHl 
ultimately help them to become more sensitive and efficient readers as 
they move into the upper elementary and middle grades. 

Grabc and Grabe, who have had experience in creating interaaive sto- 
ries, recommend that students work on them in groups and put them on 
diskettes after working out their stories on paper. The Grabes emphasize 
that the group-constructed stories "should center on student experience 
and interest" (16). They have had success in using this activity just 
before the Christmas holiday, encouraging groups of students to invent 
stories about something connected with the holiday season. 

Few techniques work better to stimulate the imaginations and the in- 
ventive faculties of young students than to engage in working with inter- 
active stories and then, when they have begun to understand how these 
stories work, to engage them in group activities that result in their pro- 
ducing new interactive stories. The stories they produce will generally 
have the advantage of being at the interest and maturity levels of the 
other students in the class. 
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USING COMPUIERS STORIES AND GAMES 
TO ENCOURAGE READING 



If reading is to become a pleasurable pursuit, it must provide out- 
comes for the reader. The verb to read is generally a transitive verb — that 
is, it takes an objea. We do not just read; we read something. 

To say that someone likes to read is probably a misstatement or, at 
least, an incomplete statement. People who like to read would presum- 
ably be as happy to read the telephone direaory from cover to cover as 
they would be to read a novel or a how-to-do-it book or a daily newspa- 
per. Common sense tells us that few such people exist. Avid readers are 
not avid readers because they continually practice their skills in isola- 
tion—they use their reading skills to read something that interests and 
informs them. Primary school students who are subjeaed to reading ma- 
terials that do not interest and inform them — the Dick and Jane type of 
story is exuemeiy limited in its ability to hold the interest of even the 
most docile youngsters — may develop an early antipathy toward reading, 
especially now when most three- and four-year-old youngsters are used to 
receiving colorful and exciting information from television. 

Roger Farr chides teachers who contend that they are trying to make 
their students love to read. He is clear in stating, "We should be teach- 
ing reading so that children learn that reading is one more avenue to 
help them do and enjoy tliose things they want to do and enjoy." He 
continues: "We can teach children to love making things, finding out 
about new ideas, and enjoying a variety of experiences, but we cannot 
teach them to love reading. Reading is a means to ar* end, not an end in 
itself' (17). Too often teachers bent on getting their students to decode 
lose sight of the highest purposes of reading. 

Farr responds to parental questions about why time in school is wasted 
on playing games and doing projects. He writes, "These loaded ques- 
tions may come from parents who have not yet taken the time to sit 
down with their children to discover that they are reading to complete 
the games and projects" (18). He urges that "learning to read should in- 
volve children in experiences that they enjoy and that demonstrate that 
reading is a way to gain information, to solve problems, to encounter 
ideas, and to be entertained. This involves the teacher in identifying real 
reasons for children to read. Reading is the comprehension and subse- 
quent use of ideas' ' (19). 

Now that many eiementary school classrooms are equipped with com- 
puters, teachers can make excellent use of computer games that require 
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the players to read. Dudley-Marling suggests that reading must be done 
for real purposes or else it ^tll be taught as a fragmented (and meaning- 
less) set of skills. He identifies available programs that meet the ends of 
reading teachers (20) and suggests in particular Tom Snyder's Snooper 
Troops (Cambridge, MA: Spinnaker Software, 1982), Dragon's Keep by 
Al Lowe and others (Coarsegold, CA: Sierra On-line Systems, 1983), 
Mary Blank's Deadline, (Cambridge, MA: Inforcom, 1982), and Win- 
dow on Learning: The Learning Magazine on a Disk (Watertown, MA: 
Window, 1983). 

Snooper Troops is a collection of mysteries that require players to fol- 
low written clues and to test hypotheses. It certainly engages players not 
only in reading but also in developing some reasoning skills. 

Dragon's Keep is an easy game appropriate for use with some pre- 
school and primary grade children. The user's task is to search a building 
and set some anmials within the building free. The vocabulary is simple, 
but the interest level is high. Many of the clues are one-word clues, and 
even those that are presented in phrases are within the grasp of begin- 
ning readers if they have a teacher available to help them. 

Deadline differs from Snooper Troops and Dragon *s Keep in that it is 
a novel that involves the reader directly in chaning the course of the 
story. The decisions the reader makes will determine the outcome of the 
story. Students who have developed a degree of independence in reading 
will like the control they can assert over the novel as they work through 
the program and as they interact with it. 

Window on Learning, the most varied of the four programs, contains 
a variety of games, articles, puzzles, and simulations, much as Scholastic 
Magazine does— but this entire magazine is on a disk with which stu- 
dents can interaa. The disk holds a variety of activities at different abili- 
ty levels so that it is a serviceable program to use in the classroom. 

In many students, reading skills will develop almost automatically if 
tliey are exposed to exciting computer programs that demand reading. 
The combination of pictures and words in interactive computer programs 
is often a more effective way of teaching students to read than is the use 
of books, although one should not displace the other. 



SPELUNG AND THE MICROCOMPUTER 

Microcomputers offer significant help to students in word recognition 
and spelling. Initially, students can be shown a picture and then be 
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asked to supply the missing letter of a word pertaining to that picture. A 

picture of a cat would have beneath it AT. If the student provided 

**C/* the response would be acknowledged as a correa one. If the stu- 
dent pressed the wrong letter, let us say *'H/' or pressed the return to 
indicate that he or she did not know the letter, the correct v/ord would 
flash on the screen. The student could then try the exercise s^ain. 

The microcomputer can be programmed to present the word with a 
different missing letter once the student indicates correctly the first let- 
ter: for example, with the word CAT, the student would go from AT 

to C_T to CA — Finally, the student might be asked to type the word 
relating to the picture with no letters provided. 

Once students have mastered a vocabulary of a few nouns they can 
spell correctly, the program can be designed so that when '^.ey type a 
word on the screen, a picture will appear depicting the noun that was 
typed. As students work through the program, they gain increasing mas- 
tery over the microcomputer and develop the sense of being able to 
make it do things for them. 

With the development of their spelling ability, students also develop 
their reading skills because they are forced to make the kinds of word/ 
picture associations and discriminations that are fundamental parts of 
reading. The microcomputer also has the advantage of being able to 
keep records on the progress of the students using it and, on the basis of 
these records, is able to repeat drills for individual students when it 
seems appropriate to do so. G)mputers can also analyze data and lead 
teachers to useful generalizations about the kinds of spelling problems 
that individual students have. This kind of immediate diagnosis permits 
teachers to focus and individualize their teaching as they have never been 
able to do in the past. 

If students spell a word correctly, the microcomputer can be pro- 
grammed to highlight that correa spelling so that they can fix on it visu- 
ally and can grow used to seeing how the word looks when it is spelled 
correctly (21). It can also drill students in words they have missed in pre- 
vious sessions. 

As students become more proficient and as they begin to compose 
pieces, they can use a spelling program, available with most word pro- 
cessing programs (22), to check their work. Running these checks can 
provide excellent instruction in spelling because the user must correct 
misspelled words. Some programs, such as Wordperfect 4. 1, have the ca- 
pability of providing correa spelling alternatives for the words that: <ire 
misspelled. 
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COMPUTERS AND RESEARCH IN READING 



The computer has opened to reading researchers possibilities that were 
unheard of even a decade ago. Modem computers can be programmed to 
gather all sorts of data about students who are engaged in experimental 
programs. The computer, for example, has been used to measure eye 
movements in reading with such detail that researchers are beginning to 
change their views on such questions as when students should first be 
introduced to reading (23). 

George W.McConkie, David Zola, and N. Roderick Underwood have 
recently been engaged in extensive research studies concerning eye move- 
ment. Their computerized measurement of eye movements shows that at 
early ages, some children cannot focus sufficiently on printed letters to^ 
be able to read (24). If children are encouraged to read at this stage of 
their development, which is different for every child, they will not be up 
to the task physically and will fail at it. This failure can be significant 
because it will make reading an unpleasant experience for such children, 
an experience they will come to associate with failure. By the time they 
have the visual coordination to permit them to read, they may be turned 
off to reading and may be on the road to becoming nonreaders. 

Research of this son, validated by the computer, makes one realize 
that hazards lurk in the notion that reading should be taught to all kin- 
dergarten or all first grade children. Probably children should not be 
graded for the first three years of elementary school; rather they should 
simply be in a primary classroom in which they are surrounded by oppor- 
tunities for learning to read, but are not pushed into reading. Those v/ho 
are not ready to read will engage in nonreading activities and will be en- 
couraged to read by being read to or by engaging in paired reading (25). 
As their interest in their stories grows, they can engage in composition 
through telling stories that the teacher will record. In time, they will 
begin to read their own stories with pleasure, then those of their class- 
mates, and finally those in books. 



EVALUATING SOFTWARE 

Software is being pi duced so rapidly that some teachers are over- 
whelmed by how much of it is available. The best way to keep up with 
the software explosion is at least to scan mch professional journals as TAe 
Reading Teacher, Journal of Reading, Language Arts, and English Jour- 



60 

62^ 



nal on a regular basis. A great deal of software is reviewed in their pages. 
While these reviews are often brief, they cover a large amount of com- 
puter software. For example, Judy Wedman has written a two-page arti- 
cle that reports on her review of 43 catalogs from educational publishers. 
She lists the 19 that contain software advertisements and then catalogs 
the material according to the skills they emphasize, after which she 
makes usefiil generalizations about the material (26). 

Your school or local public library will probably have some of the fol- 
lowing magazines that focus on microcomputers and review available 
software: 



Audiovisual Instruction 
BYTE 

Centurion News 
Classroom Compu. :r Learning 
Classroom Computer News 
Compute! 

Computers and Education 

Computers, Reading & Language Arts 

Computer World 

Courseware 

Creative Computing 

Educational Computer Magazine 

Educational Technology 

Electronic Learning 

Infoworld 

Instructional Innovator 



Macworld 

Media and Methods 

Microcomputers in Education 

PC 

PC World 

Personal Computing 

Popular Computing 

School Courseware Journal 

School Microware Reviews 

Softalk 

Softside 

Software News 

SYNC 

Teaching and Computers 
Video Magazine 
Video Review 



In addition, individual companies including IBM, Apple, and Texas 
Instruments issue journals that deal with their machines. These journals 
are readily available in most stores that sell magazines. 

If your school has computers, it probably buys software on a regular 
basis, and you should try to devote at least one hour a week to reviewing 
some of the new programs that have come in. Ernest Balajthy suggests 
that when reviewing simulation software, teachers should ask certain 
questions (27)— and actually many of the questions he proposes are ap- 
plicable to software other than that devoted to simulations. Among the 
questions one might ask are the following, which are based on Balajthy's 
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suggestions and are adapted to the more general purposes of reading 
teachers: 

1. Does the software involve language activities? 

2. Does the program teach valuable concepts, appropriate to the stu- 
dents with whom I will be using ii? 

3. Can related printed reading materials be used effectively to sup- 
plement the program? 

4. Does the publisher provide teaching aids? 

5. Are the variables presented appropriate to my students? 

6. Does the program present any random variables? 

7. Does the program use graphics? If so, are they intelligently related 
to the program? 

A WORD ABOUT TEACHER ATTITUDE 

Major changes in teaching techniques may be threatening to people 
who have been doing things in a given way and have enjoyed a modicum 
of success in doing it thus. The microcomputer, which in many inst'«mces 
takes attention away from the teacher as the central figure in the class- 
room, in some instances makes the teacher more of a manager than an 
instructor. While this shift in emphasis can arouse apprehension, if 
teachers once begin to use microcomputers, they will soon discover whole 
new worlds of teaching possibilities. 

Teachers who refiise to use microcomputers will be the dinosaurs of 
our age, and their students will be significantly shortchanged. To get 
started, one must have a moderate spirit of adventure and must be will- 
ing to endure a week or two of frustration before he or she gains enough 
control over the instrument to feel comfortable using it. When this day 
arrives, the turning point has been reached, and the new user will start 
to become an evangelist for microcomputers. This is a certainty. 
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Chapter 6 

THE LANGUAGE EXPERffiNCE 
APPROACH TO TEACHING READING 



THE LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE APPROACH (LEA) DEFINED 

The Language Experience Approach (LEA) to teaching reading is cs- 
^ntially what its name implies-an approach that capitalizes on stu- 
dents experiences and, from them, draws the materials from which they 
wiU Icam to read. Students, sometimes singly but more usually in 
groups, are encouraged to discuss topics that interest them. The teacher 
and/or teacher aides listen carefully as free-ranging discussions develop 
Tlirough sensitive listening, they are able to isolate topics that interest 
students Then they begin to direct attention to these topics, and from 
them, they construct a story as the child or the group tells it, using the 
children s own words. The children talk, and the teacher or aide writes 
down some of what they say in the form of a coherent narrative. 

Teachers might find that their students talk about games they play, 
about their pets, about their parents, about something they have seen— 
a television show, a movie, or a sports event— or about something they 
have done— made a drawing, gone on a trip, learned how to ride a bicy- 
cle, or ridden on a pony. 

The teacher will then begin to question the child or group about one 
ot the topics, preferably having already written in large block letters on 

c¥lnTS''M"..^^'^Ti'T^ '"'^ ^ PUPPY," "SESAME 

?.|?5^JAxt,1^"^^ FRIEND PLAY BASEBAa," or 

MY PONY RIDE." The student or students decide which topic they 
want to use to construct their story. As they tdl what happened, the 
teacher or aide wmes down sentences they are articulating related to the 
topic. Short, complete sentences are recorded in large block letters on 
large pieces of paper or cardboard. A typical story might look like this: 

MY PONY RIDE 

MY MOMMY AND DADDY TOOK ME TO A FARM 
THERE WERE PONIES ON THE FARM. 
THE FARMER SAID, "DO YOU WANT TO RIDE A PONY>" 
I SAID, "YES." 
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THE PONY'S NAME WAS SPORT. 
I RODE SPORT IN THE FIELD. 
I UKE TO RIDE PONIES. 

Ideally, this would be a wall story— that is, it would be displayed on a 
wall of the classroom so that everyone could see it. Some students might 
wish to illustrate their stories with drawings. Some story ideas might be 
derived from photographs that the students or the teacher provides. 

Students who arc just learning to read, regardless of their ages, should 
be surrounded by all sorts of printed material, ranging from picture 
books to catalogs to booklets made from former students' dictated sto- 
ries. Their own stories should be displayed and teachers or aides should 
read their stories along with them; the students will probably "read" 
from memory in the early stages, but as they do so, they will be learning 
that words in print have meaning and that they can tell other people 
things they would like them to know through the medium of print. 

A substantial body of research indicates that prereaders do not look 
upon words as important units (1). Once they come to realize that words 
are conveyers of information, however, they will have moved one step 
closer to being able to read. Gradually making the connection between 
words and ideas will make most of them more eager to learn how to read 
than they had previously been. 

LEA has been panicularly effective in teaching middle school and 
adult nonreaders to read. However, LEA can be used successfully at all 
levels of early reading instruction because it is real to students. It deals 
not with hypothetical people the way basal readers must, but with the 
students themselves. Not only are the stories theirs but, more important- 
ly, so are the words. The vocabulary level should present fewer problems 
than one sometimes encounters using basal readers because the vocabu- 
lary of the stories is the vocabulary of the children telling them. 

THE BEGINNINGS OF I£A 

The Language Experience Approach to reading was instituted as a for- 
mal program by Roach Van Allen. During the 1950s, Allen was teaching 
in Harlingea, Texas, on the Mexican border, where he dealt with large 
numbers of students who had the ^^roblems often associated with nonna- 
tive speakers of English. Allen realized that these students had reading 
problems because their life experiences and language experiences had 
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been quite unlike those of typical American students, the kinds of stu- 
dents at whom most textbooks were aimed at that time. Using the LEA 
approach, which had already been tried experimentally in the Laboratory 
School of the University of Giicago 30 years before, Allen found that his 
students made much greater progress than they had in the past. 

When Allen moved from Harlingen to the San Diego Public Schools 
as Direaor of Curriculum Coordination, he found that the children in 
this district had many of the problems he had noticed in his Texas stu- 
dents. Alien instituted an LEA program in the San Diego elementary 
schools, panicularly in the first grade. He described and explained his 
program in the following way: 

What I can think about, I can say. 
What I can say, I can write or someone can write it for me. 
I can read what I have written or what someone else has written for 
me. 

I can read what others have written for me to read. (2) 

This brief statement contains the essence of the Language Experience 
Approach to reading instruction. 

SOME CRITICISMS OF LEA 

Some critics have faulted LEA because it does not teach phonic analy- 
sis and because it is relatively unstructured. Such critics apparently ignore 
the possibility of using LEA as an element in reading instruction rather 
than as an all-consuming program that precludes all other approaches. 
Cenainly teachers can use LEA even if they arc teaching reading through 
the use of the highly structured basal readers. 

First-year teachers who arc somewhat unsure of themselves may find 
the lack of structure in LEA a problem, and they v/ould be well advised 
to begin with a more structured program and to enhance it by moving 
gradually into LEA. Teachers who are not comfonable with what they are 
doing are unlikely to do it well so they cenainly should not have LEA 
imposed upon them administratively. 

A quire real limitation of LEA is that teachers must spend consider- 
able time transcribing children's stories. These transcriptions are general- 
ly short, but writing them out undeniably takes rime. If teachers have 
groups work on stories, they will have less material to transcribe. They 
can also use teacher's aides to help in the transcribing, and sometimes 
parents will volunteer a few hours a week to promote this acuvity. 
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SOME ADVANTAGES OF LEA 



Jcancattc Vcatch has identified the chief advantage of LEA: '^Children 
speaJk and talk before they read or write. Therefore, the shortcut to read- 
ing is through their own speaking and listening" (3). The authenticity of 
narratives recorded as children tell them and the appropriateness of these 
narrauvcs to individual children's interests and vocabulary levels recom- 
mend LEA beyond any other method of initial reading instruction, even 
though it should probably not be da • only method of instruction in first 
grade. With older students and with nonrcading adults, it probably can 
be the sole method of instruction in some cases. 

Barbara Mallon and Robcna Beiglund cldni that LEA "motivates stu- 
dents to want to read and effectively demonstrates the connection be- 
tween spoken and written language." They also claim chat "the use of a 
student's own language and background of experiences encourages ac- 
quisition of a reading vocabulary as well as a comprehension of the print- 
ed word'* (4). They have set up a sequential program that leads into 
LEA, and they provide particularly useful s-uggcstions for teachers to fol- 
low in editing the stories for transcription. They urge that stories be kept 
short and simple. 

Elaine Vilscek's research, conducted with first grade students, revealed 
that students taught by LEA in first grade had higher second grade scores 
overall than did those uught by other methods (5), but it also revealed 
that these students had a greater range of scores, so it is apparent that 
LEA is not the best method for all students. Vilscek found that students 
who came from advantaged home situations in which family members 
were articulate scored considerably higher than students who came from 
less favored circumstances. 

Greater language gains are made by students in LEA. during the first 
grade than by students who are taught reading by other means, accord- 
ing to Douglas E. Giles (6). Harry T. Hahn finds that students taught by 
LEA are superior to those who have been taught through the use of bassJ 
readers *'in spelling, word recognition, and paragraph comprehension" 
(7), Gertrude Hildreth's research indicates that "words children use in 
their own speech are easier to read in print than words they do not use." 
She also finds that "the richness of a child's language is related to read- 
ing success" (8). Certainly LEA adds to the richness of children's lan- 
guage because it encourages oral communicadon and it enhances chil- 
dren's images of themselves by letting them see that their stories are 
imponaat enough to be written down and displayed. 
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A major advantage of the Language Experience Approach is that it en- 
gages the interests of the children with whom it is used because it in- 
vokes their own experiences and uses these experiences as the bas?s for 
stories. The dialect and the vocabulary used will generally be at a level 
appropriate to the group from which the dictated stories come. 

WHAT TO DO ABOUT DIALECTS 

Teachers and researchers have been divided on the question of wheth- 
er teachers should record student stories in the dialects of the students 
telling them. For example, if a student is telling a story about a dog and 
says, "My dog he be big," or, "My dog ain't got no tail," should the 
transaiber write the exact words or write, "My dog is big," or, "My dog 
doesn't have a tail"? 

Vcatch is unequivocal in her recommendations about this matter. She 
points out that children who pronounce park without sounding the r 
may very well be able to spell the word correctly, and are pronouncing it 
correctly within the limits of their own dialect. Dialectal variations such 
as hock for hawk and doner for daughter are common throughout the 
country, and people have little trouble adjusting to them. 

Veatch tells teachers: "It is, after all, quite proper for people to reflect 
speech patterns they have known all their lives. What is wrong with it?" 
She goes on to caution, "Being made to feel ashamed of how one talks is 
not far removed from being made to feel ashamed of one's skin color, or 
religion, or one's parents" (9). A great deal is said about how to deal 
with dialects in Chapter 10 of this book; in that chapter it is pointed out 
that speakers of dialects are not always in agreement with the genuinely 
humane sentiments of conscientious educators who want to allow stu- 
dents the right to their own language. 

Wilma H. Miller originally shared some of Veatch 's feelings about 
how to deal with dialects in LEA. "However, after teaching countless mi- 
nority group college students, she now believes that it probably is more 
effective to alter very tactfully a child's dictated material to make it more 
nearly conform to Standard English." Miller emphasizes tliat "virtually 
all of the minority group students that 1 have taught have convinced me 
that it is absolutely imperative for all minority group children ro learn 
how to speak and write Standard English effectively they arc going to 
be able to compete in our society" (10). 

Both Veatch and Miller appear to be using the either/or method of 
reasoning rather than the both/and method. Certainly children who 
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speak dialects significantly deviant from the norm in a community can- 
not begin using the dominant dialccv overnight. In addressing this 
point, Nicholas Anastasiow says: **W}iat a child says is only the content 
of his oral language. The meaning must be communicated through his 
word choice and sentence structure, and they depend upon the language 
system of his culture or subculture" (11). All children, regardless of 
backgroimd, must be encouraged to talk, to contribute verbally to the 
group activities that will lead to LEA stories. 

Vcatch warns that "the common opinion [is] that lower class children 
have nothing to talk about"; she goes on to pinpoint the origin of this 
false notion: "The problem is that their [lower class children's] environ- 
ment is so different from other children['s] that they honestly consider 
themselves to come from another world and so SEEM to have nothing to 
say" (12). The teacher's first challenge is to get such children talking, to 
help make them participating members of the class. In order to do this, 
teachers need to know sometihing about the dialects and the social codes 
that characterize the backgrounds from which their children come. 

The Kamehameha Program in Hawaii, discussed in Chapter 2 of this 
book, has succeeded in teaching children to read by providing them with 
school environments that are fiashioned after the home environments 
from which they come and that take into account the customs of the so- 
ciety from which the children are drawn (13). Until teachers are able to 
make such accommodations, some students will inevitably be dismissed 
as being inarticulate or slow or indifferent. 

My suggestion is that the teacher who is working with students who 
cannot read should begin by getting all the students to talk as much as 
they can. Next, he or she should write down what the students have 
said. The teacher should then get students to read back what has been 
transcribed from their dictation, both their own stories and those of their 
classmates. Eventually, students reading someone else's story will correct 
that story into their own dialects. When this happens— whether the 
switch is from Chicano to Black, Black to Standard, Standard to Black, 
or any other combination— the teacher should point out the switch as a 
curiosity: "Now, let me see, Jenny. Jim read, 'My dog is barking,' and 
you read, 'My dog be barking.' That 's interest-iig. I wonder why all of 
us sometimes say some things differently from the way other people say 
the same things?" 

The next step is for the teacher to transcribe the same sentence both 
ways— the way Jim says it and the way Jenny says it. Nothing should be 
said about right or wrong because, linguistically speaking, no such value 
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judgments can be made. The differences should be viewed simply as the 
phenomena they arc. We all, in some ways, speak differently, just as we 
all dress differently, which is one of the things that makes the world 
interesting. 

In time, all the students in a class should come to have some under- 
standing of each other's dialects and, if they have learned well, should 
be able to switch dialects when it is appropriate to do so. Certainly it is 
advantageous for a speaker of Black English, let us say, to be able to use 
the so-called Standard dialect easily. 

Teachers must learn to differentiate, however, among the skills they 
are trying to teach. If, at a given point, their aim is to teach nonrcaders 
to :cad and to express themselves orally, it might be counterproductive 
to add to that burden the additional one of learning a new dialect. 
Learning to read is a complicated process for many students, especially 
for those from backgrounds that are not notably verbal. To add to this 
process the additional demands of learning a new dialea — along with 
trying to figure out what is wrong with the one they have been using and 
that their loved ones use — might, in some cases, thwart the whole learn- 
ing process. 

WHO SHOULD TRANSCRIBE STUDENT STORIES? 

In the early stages of LEA, teachers and aides must necessarily do the 
writing. In some cases, aides can be drawn from upper elementary class- 
es, and students serving in this capacity will likely improve their own 
reading and writing skills from such an activity. Aides will need to be 
trained so that they will know what to write down, how to select from 
what a student says in order to arrive at a manageable story. However, 
such training is not complicated and the classroom teacher can provide it 
quickly* 

As time progresses, some students will be able to write their own sto- 
ries, and, in time, these students can serve as scribes for their LEA 
groups. Teachers should assist in this process when students, for instance, 
ask for help in spelling a word. All such student efforts should be dis- 
played in the classroom as prominently as possible. 

Some children learn to write before they learn to read or as they are 
learning to read. Research indicates that early writers are usually better 
readers than students who begin to write late (14), so it is wise for teach- 
ers to offer young studeni:s every opportunity to write while they are 
learning to read. Such prewriring activities as coloring and drawing will 
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often help students develop the small muscle coordination they will re- 
quire for writing. 

Parents can play an important role in helping their children learn to 
read, and teachers should try to recruit as many parents as they can to 
serve as aides, if only for an hour a week. Parents who serve as scribes 
will begin to develop a sense of what the school is doing in reading in- 
struction and probably will find ways of inuoducing EEA at hciiic. If 
they have younger children, these children will probably get a head start 
in learning to read b**causc of their parents' involvement in a primary 
sdiool reading program (15). 

TEACHING CLASSIFICATION THROUGH LEA 

One somewhat sophisticated skill that childreri should be encouraged 
to learn is classification. This skill, once developed, will serve them well 
through the rest of their lives, and LEA experience charts can provide an 
early basis for developing the skill. 

Teachers will quickly learn the topics that interest their students. 
Drawing topics from classroom talk, the teacher should begin with some 
major categories and should then encourage students to '-ibdivide these 
major categories as a preparation for story telling. A typical generalized 
topic that can be subdivided quite productively is the following: 

PETS 



Pets with Fur 



DOGS 
CATS 
BUNNIES 



Pets that Swim 

CrOLDHSH 
GUPPIES 
TURTLES 



Pets that Hop 

BUNNIES 
FROGS 
TOADS 



Pets that Fly 



CANARIES 
PARAKEETS 
HREFUES 



Every student can contribute to such a chart, and from it productive 
discussions can ensue. Every student in a typical class will have had expe- 
rience with at least one of the pets listed, and their stories should pro- 
vide good material for LEA. The categories should come from the stu- 
dents in the class, not from the teacher. If students are slow to respond, 
the teacher might prompt them with a well-guided question, such as, 
*'Who can tell us something that some pets do?" or, **Who can tell us 
what some pets have?" After the first contribution, there should be no 
dearth of contributions from the rest of the class. 
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At a slightly higher instructional level, students might see how many 
pets they can find that fit into more than one category, such as "Bun- 
nies** on the list above. Developing the skill of classification early will 
help students to organize information as they progress. 

MICROCOMPUTERS AND LEA 

With the advent of relatively inexpensive microcomputers, the Lan- 
guage Experience Approach has available to it a new dimension. Now 
teachers can record stories much more quickly than they previously 
could, and many students are enticed into writing on their own much 
earlier than was formerly the case. With the microcomputer, it is easy to 
make multiple copies of stories so that students will be able to keep 
copies of all the stories written in class. Class books, covered with con- 
struction paper and illustrated by students, can provide collections of 
student stories that can be taken home and read with the guidance of 
parents. Producing stories in this way should not preclude using hand- 
printed stories that are transcribed on large sheets of paper and displayed 
in the classroom; rather it should serve as another meaxis by which stories 
can be communicated from student to student. 

Mark Grabe and Cindy Grabe find that "children gain firsthand expe- 
rience with writing /reading relationships by learning to read stories they 
have written. They can extend these insights by learning to read stories 
dictated by friends'* (16). They also find that by involving their students 
in using interactive stories, which are discussed in some detail in the pre- 
ceding chapter, students learn a great deal about story structure (17), the 
knowledje of which has a profound effect upon students' reading sldlls, 
especially that of comprehension (18). 

Once children begin to compose their stories on microcomputers, they 
will start to learn about revision, perhaps the most important skill in 
writing — and one that has been looked upon as arduous until the micro- 
computer took most of the drudgery out of it. One researchist finds that 
* 'using computers may result in longer language experience stories and 
more revision" (19). Surely the easy erasability of anything that has been 
written on the microcomputer makes students more likely to take risks in 
their writing and to experiment with various formats and arrangements 
of words than was practical when they were \^CIking with pencils and 
paper. Never until now have students had a greater impetus to use writ- 
ten language inventively. With the microcomputer, writing is becoming 
almost as easy as talking. 




Using a number of readily available computer programs, students can 
make pictures on the computer, and these pictures can serve as a basis 
for student stories. Teachers can gain valuable insights into individual 
student perceptions by making copies of a picture and having each stu- 
dent in a group write or tell a story relating to the picture. Roy A. Mox- 
ley and Pamela A. Barry suggest that useful programs that allow students 
to compose pictures are Faspictures— Letters, Faspictures— Words, and 
Faspictureimting (20). 



LEA AS A GATEWAY x O READING 

The Language Experience Approach is a gateway to reading in two es- 
sential ways. In the first place, it encourages students to read their own 
stories and, as they progress, stories their classmates and friends have 
told. They approach these stories with a feeling of involvement, excite- 
ment, and pride. Secondly, teachers will quickly come co know what 
their students' interests and enthusiams are through listening to their 
stories, and this will enable them to work toward broadening their stu- 
dents' perspectives by reading or telling them stories that reflect their in- 
terests and by leading them to stories, perhaps in basal readers, that will 
probably appeal to them. 

It has heen shown that students increase their reading comprehension 
when tliey learn to see inferences in stories, when they develop their 
ability to predict what is likely to happen (21). Interactive stories can 
help move students in this direction, and teachers can also encourge stu- 
dents to guess outcomes in the stories they read or tell to tliem. When 
student stories are preserved on diskettes, teachers can also edit them 
into cloze procedure exercises, leaving out substantive words that stu- 
dents reading the stories will supply. 



HUMOR IN THE READING CLASSROOM 

The more people know about the workings and possibilities of lan- 
guage, the more likely they are to use it in humorous ways, particularly 
for punning. Working with puns and riddles can help young students 
learn more about language in a way that is appealing to them. Eleanore 
S. Tyson and Lee Mountain show how riddles can "provide two ingredi- 
ents that are important for vocabulary learning: context clues and high- 
interest materials" (22). Riddles lead into puns, as these writers point 
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out. They classify riddles in relation to the type of humor they involve: 
homonyms, rhyming words, double meaning, figurative /literal meaning, 
and intonation (23). 

Understanding humor in each of these classificavions leads students to 
a more sophisticated understanding of language. Even prercaders can 
begin work with homonyms, rhyming words, and intonation. As these 
students mature as readers, but often while they are still in the first or 
second grades, they will be capable of dealing with double meanings and 
with the differences between literal and figurative meaning. 

In dealing with the latter, for example, teachers might have students 
illusuate the literal meaning of figurative statements: **She eats like a 
bird'' or "He works like a horse" or ''He's as fast as a speeding bullet" 
or "It is raining cats and dogs." Students can have great fim, also, 
dreaming up rhyming answers to questions: What is beautiful New 
York? (A pretty city) What is a laughing half dollar? (Funny money) 
What is a mean hammer? (Cruel tool) What is a dishwasher? (A clean 
machine). 

Jokes and riddles are particularly good vehicles for presenting cloze ex- 
eicises. In fact, initial work in the cloze procedure will probably go easily 
if the procedure is used in connection with homonyms or in riddles. 



SURROUNDING STUDENTS WITH PRINTED MAHRIALS 

Students enter school witli varying bases of experience. Those whose 
bases of experience are quite limited begin school with a handicap. 
Teachers cannot provide such students with what they have been de- 
prived of in their earliest years, but they can do everything in their 
power to understand their deficits and to help them catch up. 

Sheila Bernal Guzman, who teaches students from a low socioeconom- 
ic area of Austin, Texas, approaches these students, many of whom 
would predictably fall behind in reading, with energy and understand- 
ing. She has found ways to emphasize print in her -dndergarten class, 
and typically all of her students are able to read after a year in her class- 
room. The special magic in Guzman's teaching is in part attributable to 
the fact that she came from the same background as many of her Mexi- 
can-American students and that she realizes from her own background 
"that children from lower socioeconomic level homes often have limited 
experiences with written materials. Books are not the common objects for 
them that they are for most middle and upper-class children" (24). 
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Guzman begins to involve her kindergarten students with print on 
their first day in her class. She prints each student's name in colorful 
block letters on name tags, and has them wear these tags. She makes 
sure that they recognize their own names and also encourages them to 
recognize the names of their classmates so that they can help to pass out 
papets and workbooks in class. 

Guzman makes sure that students in her class see their names fre- 
quently on papers and on other materials. She also labels objects and 
places in the room in both English and Spanish so that children become 
familiar with print as a means of identifying things. As children begin to 
read the name tags of other children, and as they begin to be able to 
read the signs around the room, Guzman puts them into reading 
groups. She also works individually with each student in three- to five- 
minute intervals, asking them whether they can read. Most say they can- 
not, but she reminds them that they can read their names. She then asks 
them what other words they would like to learn to read, and she prints 
these words on separate cards, giving them a set to use in school and an- 
other set to take home. 

As students move toward reading an increasing number of words, they 
are encouraged to write stories and to make these stories into books that 
they can share with their friends and take home to show their parents. 
By moving her students more and more into the use of print, with which 
they arc surrounded in her classroom, Guzman achieves remarkable re- 
sults with students whose chances of performing at an above average 
reading level were initially slim. 

By understanding what their students need and what their back- 
grounds have foiled to provide them with before they enter school, all 
teachers of young children can help these children make incredible 
strides toward learning to read effectively and toward enjoying reading as 
a me?jis of finding out things they want to know. The Language Experi- 
ence Approach offers the best hope for students at this level as long as it 
is combined with work in phonic analysis and, in .«;ome cases, with at 
least a limited use of basal readers. 
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Chapter 7 

PHONICS AND READING INSTRUCTION 



PHONICS DEFINED 

Phonic; allows readers to recognize the relationship between a sound 
and its written form, usually between a single letter {b, d, t, etc.) or a 
combinatioa of letters (blends such as ^/and tr, digraphs such as ch and 
5h\ and diphthongs such as o/, o« as in out, and ow as in now) and the 
corresponding sound that such letters represent. Letters do not have 
sounds as such; they merely are a means by which commonly agreed 
upon graphemes reprc *nt their correspondmg phonemes. People who 
imderstand these correspondences can read most words — even words they 
have never encountered before — with a fair degree of accuracy. 

As you look at this page, you can sound out the letters of renafutopid 
even though you have never seen it before and even though it is not a 
word in the English language (nor likely in any other language). You 
may not know where to accent such a word, but you can pronounce it. 
Having sounded it out, it will have no meaning for you ' ecause you 
have never before encountered it and it is not presented in any context. 
If, however^ you sound out baseball, assuming that you have never be- 
fore seen that word, you will probably make the association between the 
letters on the page in that specific combination and a word that is part of 
your oral vocabulary. From that standpoint, a knowledge and under- 
standing of phonics can be a boon to beginning readers. Endless num- 
bers of words can be sounded out if one possesses even a limited knov/1- 
edge of phonics. 



WKAT LETTERS ARE MOST IMPORTANT? 

Teachers do not teach phonics by working their way through the al- 
phabet from a to z. Some letters are more efficiently and productively 
taught to beginning readers than others. Teachers must decide early 
whether to teach consonants or vowels first or whether tc teach them in 
combination. They need to decide whether to place emphasis on whole 
words or on parts of words, such as the initial sound and its graphemic 
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reprcscntaubn. They must determine the order in which letters will be 
taught. 

Usually consonants are taught before vowels. Consonants correspond 
more nearly to their sounds than vowels do. Paul V Kee believes that a 
knowledge of those commonly occurring consonants that usually repre- 
sent just one sound in English (b, d, / h, I k, /, m, n, p, r, /, v, and w) 
will enable students to read some basic materials (1). They will be able 
to do some contextual guessing and will supply vowel sounds even 
though they might not know their vowels by sight at this point. Such 
students would certainly be able to make a more successful attempt at 
reading/^;/ had Dan to her den without knowing vowels (J-n h-d D-n 
t- h-r d-n) than without knowing consonants (-a- -a- -a- -o -e- -e-), 
but they would predictably make some miscues in reading the sentence if 
it were rendered with all of its vowels missing. Nevertheless, the sound 
of each consonant gives a significant clue to what appears on the page. 

The order of primitivity , developed by the Institute of Logopedics at 
the University of Wichita, is based upon physiological data that indicate 
that consonantal sounds originally developed in language in the follow- 
ing order: m p, b, /, d, n, h, w, / k, g, th, sh, zh, ch, / j, z, r, and 
/ (2). Emer-^ld Dcchant states: "Experience shows that when a child suf- 
fers speech loss, the loss is in reverse order. The last sounds to be devel- 
oped are the first sounds to be lost'' (3), and most students tend to de- 
velop sounds in this order. 

Clearly, the letters that should be taught first are those that have the 
most regular correspondences to '.he sound they represent. From this 
group, the most frequently used letters should be taught first. Letters 
whose names do not correspond to their sounds (notably h and w) 
should not be taught until children have developed a secure grounding 
in basic phonics. Letters that occur infrequently, particularly those that 
represent more than one sound, should not be used or taught in the ear- 
liest stages of reading instruction. Among these are x, which can repre- 
sent six different sounds, but which most often represents one of two 
sounds— i4f or gz\ q, which in English cannot be used in isolaiion and 
which is pronounced kw with the addition of u\ k, which is fairly infre- 
quent and is identical in sound to the c in cat\ v, which is infrequent 
and will confuse children from Spanish-speaking backgrounds; y, which 
sometimes has almost a consonantal value, as in yes and other initial po- 
sitions, but is a vowel in 97 percent of its occurrences, as in day (4); and 
z, which is infrequently used and has different sounds in, for example, 
zebra and azure (5). 
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WHAT DOES EARLY READING INS AUCTION DEMAND? 



Assuming that a child in the early stages of learning to read has al- 
ready mastered the left-right, top-to-bottom directional conventions of 
reading English texts, the decoding process is one of the most complex 
challenges imposed upon anyone in any learning situation. A study by 
Betty Berdiansky and others (6) has analyzed 6,092 one- and two-syllable 
words drawn from over 9,000 different words they culled from the speak- 
ing and writing of a large number of children in the six-to-nine age 
group. Analyzing these words, they found that children, in order to 
learn to decode them, would have to have been exposed to 211 distinct 
and discrete phoneme-grapheme correspondences. They would have to 
have encountered situations relating to 166 rules, 60 of which relate to 
consonant. sp<*cifically, and 69 of which are spelling pattern rules. Of the 
166 basic rules, 45 would have exceptions. 

Part of the reason for such complications stems from the fact that 
English lias a borrowed alphabet, the Roman alphabet, which is suited to 
the phonology of the Latin language. In English, between 39 and 44 
sounds (depending on which linguist you read) must be represented with 
a basic alphabet of 26 letters. This means that some letters must repre- 
sent more than one sound (like the c in can and cet'/ing or the s in same 
and its) and that certain combinations of letters are used to create other 
sounds (as pA HI or sh /sh/, each of which is a single sound even 
though it is graphemically represented by two letters). 

Some letters that have come to us from the Romans have no pho- 
nemes of their own in English {c, aforementioned; x, which can repre- 
sent any of six different sounds; and ^, which cannot be used alone and 
which in combination with produces the blend /k/ /w/ and in combi- 
nation with ue is rendered /k/ as in queue or unique oi plaque). Sonie 
letters are silent— for example, the k in know, the w in whole, the c in 
track, and the gh in daughter. Terminal e is generally silent in English, 
although it will alter the sound value of the preceding vow'^ ' which is 
what differentiates mat from mate and rot from rote. But this rule is not 
consistent: for and fore are pronounced exactly alike. 

Vowels are more difficult to teach than consonants because they have 
less sound-letter relationship than consonants. Tlie only vowel that repre- 
sents only a vowel sound is a. For every other vowel there are exceptional 
usages that relate to a consonant sound: e in azalea is consonantal lyl ; u 
is both consonantal lyi {unite) and /w/ {^ersuade)\ o is /w/ in choir 
and one (7). The terminal /e/ sound in English is usually rendered by y. 
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manyy happily ^ etc. Although experienced rcp<lers deal easily and natu- 
rally with these and a host of other problem words— panicularly with 
such homonyms as cite I site! sight, one/won, for /fore /four, ceil/seal, 
sail/sale, and choir/quire, and hundreds of other similarly confusing 
words — beginning readers who try to sound out such words phonically 
may have incredible difficulty. Teachers need to be sufficiently sensitive 
to their students' dialects to know whether such pairs as tallk/tock and 
daughter/ dotter homonyms for them, as they frequently are in sorre 
dialects of English. 



UNDERSTANDING THE FINAL E 

Probably before they do any formal work specifically with long vowel 
sounds and with the corresponding letters, students need ^-o know that a 
final e preceded by a consonant that is preceded by a vowel usually 
lengthens the sound of the preceding vowel so that, as we have noted, 
fat becomes fate and rot becomes rote. This is a faifJy consistent rule, 
but it is not always operative; if it were, come and comh would have the 
same pronunciation. However, in come and done the o, rather than be- 
ing sounded as a long o, is sounded as a short u. 

In an early phonics approach, which is a letter-by-letter approach or, 
in oral reading, a sound-by-sound approach, beginning readers process a 
word by proceeding from left to right, sounding each letter as they go, 
until they produce a familiar set of consecutive sounds and know that 
they have read a word. The order of their reading in a word like FAT'is a 
1-2-3 order, at the end of which the word fat has been sounded out. 
However, if they are dealing with the ver/ similarly spelled word FATE, 
they find themselves forced, if they are to read correctly, to foUov/ a new 
pattern of word attack: 1-2-3-4-2-3 or 1-2-3-4-3-2. 

The number of eye movements involved is now six rather than the 
three involved with fat. But over and above this, a new reading protocol 
must be advanced so that they understand what the introduction of the 
final e rule demands of them. Teachers need to appreciate the complex- 
ity of this process which, for most of them, is simple and automatic. 



TEACHING VOWELS 

Because vowel sounds are less uniform in their phonemic-graphemic 
correspondences than consonant sounds, they present special learning 
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problems for beginning readers. Regional differences arc more noticeable 
in vowel sounds than in consonant sounds. In some parts of the country, 
tan, ten, and tin are virtually indistinguishable from each oth?:r. Where- 
as Albert J. Mazurkicwicz distinguishes 168 consonant graphemes (as op- 
posstd to the approximately 18 consonants found in the Roman alpha- 
bet), he ident&cs 265 vowel graphemes that represent a total of 16 
vowel phonemes (8). Given this complicated situation, teachers should 
first help their students to differentiate between short and long vowels. 

Because short vowels are more frequent in English than long vowels 
are, they should be taught first. If students guess at the vowel sound in 
word attack, they are more likely to guess correctly if they give the vowel 
the short sound. The sound values of short vowels arc as follows; 

J as in batt attire^ about 

^ as in bendt elm, help 

i as in bin, inch^ improve 

0 as in bottle^ dot, rob 

u 2sm uncUt study , hut 

^ Read in isolation, long vowels arc sounded like vowel letters in the al- 
phabet, even though the graphemic representation may be a digraph. 
That is, the^^ in bee and the ea in sea are pronounced identically and 
sound just like the letter e would sound if someone were reciting the al- 
phabet. The long a sound may have many graphemic representations {ai 
as in sail, ay as in pay, et as m filet, er as in dossier, aigh as in straight, 
etc.); yet it is always pronounced just as the first letter of the alphabet is 
pronounced by someone saying the ABCs. 

Students should also be introduced ultimately to the open syllable 
rule: when a syllabic ends in a vowel sound, the vowel is long, as in 
hu-mid, or re-rent. When a syllable ends in a consonant sound, the 
vowel is rhort, as in con^sent. This rule cannot be taught before students 
have worked on syllabification. It is a useful rule to know, however, and 
it should be taught, despite its notable exceptions. 

SPELUNG IRREGULARITIES 

In early reading instruction, as wc will note in the following chapter 
on linguistics and the teaching of reading, it is probably best not to ex- 
pose beginning readers to most irregularly spelled words until they have 
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gained considerable ability and confidence in reading regularly spelled 
words. Leonard Bloomfield adhered to this principle to the extent that 
he excluded from his earliest lessons such words as the^ mother^ and 
fathtr, which somewhat limited the range of sentences he could make. 
Perhaps some exceptions should be made, as they were in Fries's pro- 
gram, but the number of exceptions should be limited stringently. 

Jack Bagford suggests, "High frequency, but irregularly sounded, 
words probably are more efficiently uught by a sight method while pho- 
neucally regular words and words which contain easily learned sounds 
probably are better uught by a phonic method" (9). Bagford calls for an 
eclectic approach to early reading instruction and is moderate in his tone, 
reminding teachers, "Phonics content is taught so that children have a 
tool to identify words which are known in the spoken form but not in 
the printed form" (10). By combining phonics and the sight word ap- 
proach, beginning students can enjoy the best of two possible worlds, 
and early reading materiak can be more varied and better related to stu- 
dent interest than would be possible if the phonics approach were used 
exclusively. 



ATTCMPTS TO REFORM SPELUNG 

The inadequacy of the Roman alphabet to represent fully and directly 
the sounds of English— which is a Germanic, not a Romance language — 
has caused all sorts of inventive people including BenjL in FraiiJin (11) 
to suggest ways of reforming English spelling (12). Dennis E. Baron re- 
ports that in 1906, President Theodore Roosevelt issued an order de- 
manding simplified spelling, but nothing ever came of this order be- 
cause our spelling conventions, as illogical as they are, appear to be 
essentially too ingrained in the populace to be changed (13). In the 
1930s, however, the Chicago Tribune did adopt reformed spelling and 
for years published its paper in accordance with its new spelling rules, 
v/hich rendered through as thru^ night as nite^ etc. (14) 

Relatively few such reforms reached the schools in any organized ^ay, 
although in the late 1960s and early 1970s Sir James Pitman, a Briton, 
devised what was first called an * 'Augmented Roman Alphabet." This 
developed into what ti commonly referred co as the "Initial Teaching 
Alphabet," often rendered merely i. t. a. 

Pitman, the grandson of Sir Isaac Pitman who in 1837 devised a 
means of transcription that grew into the Pitman method of shorthand. 
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proposed that i. t. a. be used only for initial reading instruction and 
writes that **as soon as fluency in reading with the new alphabet has 
becii achieved, the transition is made to reading v/ith the orthodox 
roman alphabet" (15). 

In Pitman's scheme, every long vowel has its own sy^nbol so that read- 
ers are guided to precisely the intended pronunciation. The terminal s in 
a word like was is rendered with a backward z ( 5 ): the word was would 
be written wo's.. Words like s^n/^ and dead would be written sed and 
dedy respectively. One who can read conventional English can read a text 
written in Pitman's system with no special training. TTiis variation on the 
Roman alphabet might have yielded encouraging results; however, the 
system was tested extensively, and the preponderance of research data 
available indicates that while exposure to the system appears not to have 
harmed beginning readers, it did not improve their performance. Most 
schools have now abandoned the use of i. t. a. * 

THE ANALYTICAL AND SYNTHETIC APPROACHES 

Phonics can be taught analytically or synthetically. The analytical ap- 
proach begins with the whole word and then breaks it down (analyzes it) 
into its component phonic elements. The synthetic approach begins with 
die graphemic-phonemic correspondences that students fust learn and 
then apply by blending the sounds of the letters in words into consecu- 
tive utterances that result in a pronounceable unii (a word, unless stu- 
dents are dealing with nonsense syllables), Althougli mc analytical ap- 
proach is more popular among teachers (16), research evidence suggests 
that it is less effective than the synthetic approach. 

In a study conducted in Virginia, data were collected and compared 
for 484 first grade students; 248 were taught according to the analytical 
approach and 236 according to the synthetic approach. The groups were 
essentially equal in age, ability, and background. The researchers report 
that "When the means of the synthetic program groups ... are com- 
pared with those of the analytical program groups, ... a great prepon- 
dcri^nce of differences among means (92 out of 125, or 75 percent) is 
found to be significantly in favor of the synthetic group In only three 
instances are the obtained differences in favor of the analytical group" 
(17). This is compelling research evidence in favor of the synthetic ap- 
proach, and it supports some important conclusions Jeanne ChaU 
reached in Learning to Read: The Great Debate: '*A recent study by 
Blcismer and Yarborough (1965), published after a major portion of this 
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chapter was written, tends to confirm my basic interpretations of the past 
classroom experiments as well as my judgment that a novelty [Haw- 
thorne] effect did not have a major influence on their results" (18). 

CHALL's LEARNING TO READ: THE GREAT DEBATE 

Perhaps the most valuable book u) date that deals extensively with the 
subject of phonics is Chall's Learning to Read: The Great Debate, which 
has examined ever, significant research study in reading done between 
1910 and 1965. Its conclusions and recommendations should not be ig- 
nored—although many of them have been. 

Chall does not vacillate in her statement of how initial reading should 
be taught if it is to be most effective: "The evidence from the experi- 
mental studies analyzed so far indicates that unselected children taught 
initially by a code-emphasu: generally do better in reading than children 
taught by a meaning-emphasis, at least up to early fourth grade" (I9). 
More recent researchers have reached quite opposite conclusions. G)nnie 
Juel and Diane Roper-Schneider conclude that "while the materials may 
be influential in influencing early letter-sound correspondence knowl- 
edge, sheer exposure to lots of words also allows children to induce this 
infomiation. Results further suggest that first graders who do indeed ac- 
quire such knowledge do better both in reading the words in their basals 
and reading words on which they have not received instruction" (20). 

It is evident that much more research needs to be done on phonics 
and its relationship to reading, >oth to decoding and to heightening 
comjprehension. Future researchers might also examine the adult reading 
abilities of people over 20 who were taught by the two methods. Some 
researchers feel that the whole word approach in the long run produces 
readers whose speed and comprehension are better than the speed and 
comprehension of people who learned to read through the synthetic pho- 
nics approach. To date no hard evidence suggests that this is the case. 

With the cave?its that (l)she endorses the code-emphasis approach 
only for beginning reading and (2) she does not endorse one code-em- 
phasis method over another, Chall writes that "the research from 1912 
to 1965 indicates that a code-emphasis method — i.e., one that views be- 
ginning reading as essentially different from mature reading and empha- 
sizes learning of the printed code for the spoken language— produces 
better results, at least up to the point where sufficient evidence seems to 
be available, the end of the third grade" (21). This statemenc is cau- 
tious, as is most of what Chall says, bur it is also unequivocal. 
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The appearance of the Chall book ' lot mark the conclusion of the 
great debate; that flourishes still. Majoi research data are still coming in. 
More data will be required to answer many of the questions that have 
been raised; but for the time, it seems clear that the old phonics 
approach of the New England primer was not completely ineffective. 



THE McGUFFEY READERS: DIDACTIC AND ANALYTICAL 

The ever-popular McGuffey Readers, which suessed meaning and re- 
qui^-ed students to identify and memorize sight words at the beginning 
of each seler^'on, used what would today be called an analytical phonics 
approach to some extent. That is, they taught pupils **to identify words 
and read sentences Having i. ad a few lessons in this manner," Wil- 
liam H. McGuffey tells the teacher, * 'begin to use the Phonic Method, 
combining it with the Word Method, by first teaching the words in each 
lesson as words; then, the elementary sounds, the names of the letters, 
and spelling" (22). Tliese readers have begun to come back into vogue, 
largely because of the back-to-the-basics movement, but teachers should 
be cautioned that no research evidence exists to suggest that this 
approach yields promising results in beginning students. 

Perhaps the didactic approach is the only feasible one to use with chil- 
dren at ages five or six. Mazurkiewicz writes, "Discovery-type decodixcg 
instruction, though successful in the case of many pupiis, apparently has 
.not been effective in increasing reading achievement in a large number 
of others since, according to Pis^etian theory, the average child has not 
yet developed sufficient cognitive skills to allow him or her to induce the 
grapheme-phoneme relationships" (23). This is not to say that the pri- 
mary sr^ool years are not a time of discovery; rather it suggests that in 
beginning reading instruction, the discovery method is inefficient. In a 
typical school day, the opportunity for discovery is great and bkill in 
reading can help to promote it. But the students need to gain skill in 
reading at this stage of development, and the great weight ot reliable 
research evidence cited by Chall and Mazurkiewicz, both of whom have 
been exhaustive in their investigations, indicates categorically that the 
didactic method of beginning reading instruction will lead students most 
effectively to the desired ends. 

Recent research findings by Barbara Neinko reveal that among two 
groups of first grade students in two inner-city felenientary schools, stu- 
dents who learned words in isolation and by rote had better word recog- 
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nition after 24 hours than did students who I'^a.ned words in contextual 
situations (24). a finding that seems to support those of Chall and Ma- 
zurkiewicz. 



A FINAL WORD 

Teachers of reading, particularly those involved in initial reading in- 
struction, need to believe in what they are doing, and they must ap- 
proach their task with a solid base of research information to support 
them in the procedures they use. Some eclecticism is healthy and desir- 
able; not all children learn best by the ame method. However, teachers 
must be aware of the research data that ^re continually coming in if they 
are to be informed professionals who can work with young children to 
help them to gain possession of the skill the modern world values above 
all others — literacy. 
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Chapter 8 

LINGUISTICS AND 
READING INSTRUCTION 



WHAT IS LINGUISTICS? 

The tcnn linguistics can be defined in various ways. The general term 
is used to include such areas as historical linguistics ^ which has to do with 
the historical development of language through the ages; descriptive lin- 
guistics, which is concerned with both speech sounck (phonology) and 
grammar (how language patterns are structured, which in turn involves 
morphology and syntax); linguistic geography and dialectology, both of 
which catalog and describe languages as they are '^sed in various regions 
by various groups of peopic; and comparative linguistics, which is con- 
cerned with relationships among various languages of common origin, 
such as the Indo-Eu.opean family of languages or, more narrov;ly, the 
Romance or Germanic languages, both of which are subdivisions of the 
Indo-European group. Overlaps exist witliin these classifications. Com- 
parative linguistics, for example, is much concerned with the historical 
development of languages and with linguistic geography. 

Charles C. Fries states: "Most 'linguists' study languages in order to 
know and to understand their structures — the particular ways in which 
these languages use their linguistic units to achieve their communicative 
function. They seek, primarily, knowledge about the units and the work- 
ing processes of each langu^^ge rather than the ability to speak them" 
(1). Most linguists are fimdamentally concerned with studying the spo- 
ken language and view it as the quintessential and most revealing form 
of language; writing is a relatively new invention when compared to the 
length of time that language has been used in some systematic way for 
the purpose of communication. Although most current linguists are con- 
cerned with language in all aspects of its use, the sounds of language — 
both as perceived by listeners and, more importantly, as physiologically 
produced by speakers — are of extraordinary concern to them. 

Frank Smith points to some of the limits that surround the Lz\A of 
linguistics: "Linguists in general are concerned with the abstrao* study of 
language — they analyze and compare such aspects of languages ihclt 
sounds, syntax, and lexicon; they examine similarities and ciiffe/ . ices 
among Irjiguages, and try to trace their evolutionary development. Lin- 
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guists arc concerned with the nature of language as a system that is avail- 
able to its users, rather than with the way in which language is acquired, 
produced, and comprehended by individuals" (2). 

Modem linguistics has gathered and organized its information about 
ifjiguage according to scientific principles. Modem grammarians (lin- 
g ists) are concerned with how language operates. They generally do not 
acknowledge conecmess or incorrectness in language; language cither 
communicates or docs not communicate. In studying groups that use a 
given language or dialect, most linguists have concluded that, regardless 
of the social status of the language or dialect in question, it is siifficient 
to meet the communication needs of its users. Within its own context it 
is efifective and appropriate. 

LINGUISTIC TERMINOLOGY 

As linguistic influences have been felt in tlic teaching of reading, 
reading teachers have had to equip themselves with some ;f the termin- 
ology of linguists in order to understand what li ^'»;uistically-orienred sys- 
tems are conveying. The following minimal vocabulary of 20 terms will 
be useful to teachers: 

allophone: A variant or subclass of a phoneme. For example, the p 
in put and the p in spire are allophones; the former is aspirat- 
ed, the latter unaspirated. 

alphabet: A set of written symbols that represent the sounds of a 
language. 

alphabetic writing: Writing in which graphemes are used to repre- 
sent the sounds of a language; a highly abstract form of writ- 
ing. 

code: The representation of tl^e written language. 

decode' To identify written letters or words by making graphemic- 
phonemic correspondencci*. 

dialect: A variant form of a root language, usually spoken by mem- 
bc-s of a given group or social class, or by residents of a partic- 
ular geograpiuc area, such as the language of the aristocracy, 
Boston English, British English, ghettoese, and Pidgin En- 
glish. 
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digraph: A pair of letters representing a single speech sound, as in 
meaty seem, gtspA, pntumom^, and knighi, 

diphthong: A blend of a vowel sound with a near- vowel sound, as 
in ai[y oui, ploj', and o//nce; sometimes a diphthong is repre- 
sented by a single letter, as in ^le, //se, or /sle. 

grapheme: The written representation of a sound; each letter of the 
alphabet is a grapheme; pictographs and ideographs may also 
be designated as graphemes. 

graphemic'phonemic correspondence: The relationship that exists 
between graphemes and their corresponding sounds. 

ideographic writing: Writing in which a visual symbol represents 
an idea although nothing about its shape or form as such sug- 
gests that idea; the concept house may be represented by a 
symbol that does not look like a house, and the concept man 
may be represented by a symbol that does not look like a 
man. 

method oj contrast: A means of identifying specific phonemes by 
the comparison and contrast of minimal pairs. 

minimal pairs: Pairs of words that sound the same except for one 
phoneme: day and ray., tower and power^ fall and bally fan 



morpheme: A linguistic unit that carries meaning and contains no 
smaller meaningful parts, such as sun^ day, pry, or port (free 
forms) cr portr, ri^port, snnviedy prying, daily (bound forms 
because they are dependent upon other forms for their mean- 
ings). 

phoneme: The smallest unit of speech in any language that distin- 
guishes one utterance from another; p distinguishes from 
fan or from ban\ w distinquishes west from rest or from best. 

phonemics: The study of the sounds (phonemes) in a language that 
are significant in that they differentiate words that are the 
same except for one sound: pet and met, pet and pen, hoot 
and loot, loot and loom. 

phonetics: The study of speech sounds as elements of language as 
they are conceived physiologically and perceived auditorially. 
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p' . nics: The study of sound, particularly of graphemic-phonemic 
relationships that a stressed in some methods of initial read- 
ing instruction; phonics in its early stages may stress the 
sounding of individual letters out of context; some phonics 
systems begin with the whole word rather than with the parts 
that constitute it. 

pictographic vriHng\ The oldest form of writing, in which the 
graphic form looks like the concept it is intended to represent; 
the pictograph for house would resemble a house and that for 
man would resemble a man. 

syntax*. The way morphemes are put together into comprehensible 
patterris. 



SPEIXING AS A UNGUISnC ACTIVITY 

Teachers can learn a great deal about the linguistic sophistication of 
young students by understanding how and why they spell as they do. 
Just as miscue analysis can provide teachers with valuable clues about the 
mental processes of students as they read aloud, so can an analysis of 
spelling errors provide insights about the kvei of linguistic development 
a student is displaying. 

J. Richard Gentry identifies four levels of development in early read- 
ers: prephonemic spelling, early phonemic spelling, letter name spelling, 
and uansitional spelling (3). At the first sts^e, children simply draw ran- 
dom letters, perhaps in a series, but they produce nothing that has 
meaning. In the second stage, children are beginning to realize that let- 
ters represent sounds and might render a word like book as bkk or % 
word like fish as fss (4). 

As they approach reading readiness, children will begin to move 
toward letter name spelling. They will probably not represent silent let- 
ters at this point, iior will all of their letters be correct, but they are be- 
ginning to show increased knowledge of sound-letter relationships, and 
they know from which parts of the mouth various sounds come. For ex- 
ample, they may spell truck as churk because they know that the tr 
sound comes form the same region of the mouth as *he ch sound, after 
which they have to insert a vowel if the word is <-o be pronounced, so the 
r is metathesized (5). 
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As students move to the transitional stage, they begin to be more 
aware of word structures and of the effect of silent letters on pronuncia- 
tion. They might misspell bite as biet or byt because they ore aware that 
the / in it is different from the / in bi: Actually, such a misspelling indi- 
cates that the student is beginning to internalize spelling information 
and that this might be a good time to teach him or her about the silent 
E rule. 



LINGUISTIC INFLUENCES ON READING INSTTIUCTION 

Linguistic science did not exert significant influence on reading in- 
struction in any organized way until the 1960s, although Bloomfield's 
work in the field began as early ao 1937 (6) and Fries's initial interest in 
the linguistic implications of reading instruction i>redated I960, despite 
the fact that his Linguistics and Reading was not completed until 1962. 

By I960, structural linguistics, a subfield of descriptive linguistics, had 
received considerable attention from language teachers at all levels; 
Noam Chomsky had published his historic Syntactic Structures three 
years earlier, and the new transformational-generative grammar that he 
introduced was beginning to intrigue people interested in language 
learning. Modern scientific tneories about language were proliferating, 
and concentrated attention was soon to be focused on reading instruc- 
tion—by the linguists and, yet more intensely, by those who, although 
not linguists themselves, found the linguists' work with language prom- 
ising and exciting. 

From descriptive linguists like Bloomfield and Fries were to come reas- 
sessments of how people learn to decode written language (graphemic 
representation) and either translate the graphemes into the sounds of 
.anguage orally or comprehend the graphemes in some meaningful 
way— that is, get sense out of what they are reading. Dolores DurVin 
calls decoding **the process of identifying written words on the basis of 
grapheme-phoneme correspondences'' (7). Bloomfield and Fries both 
developed systems for the initial teaching of reading (decoding). 

During the same period, linguistic geographers and comparative lin- 
guists were turixing serious attention to the study of dialects. Hans 
Kurath had made phenomenal progress in cataloging regional differences 
in American English in the Linguistic Atlas of the United States and 
Canada, which he edited until his work was taken over by Raven 
McDavid, Jr., who served as senior editor of the Atlas until his death in 
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1984. This pioneering work paved the way for sociolinguists, xvho began 
to study dialects scientifically and who demonrtrated convinviiigly that 
all dialects arc reasonably regular in their morphology and iynxax and 
that some dialect usages are more regular (/ was, you was, he ^^juos, for ex- 
ample) or more logical (I have three brother) (8) than comparabix con^ 
struaions in so-called Standard English. 

The sociolinguists did much to disabuse language arts teachers cj 
notion that one dialect is more correct than another; rather they sugge':t- 
ed that one dialect is appropriate for some situations and another appro- 
priate for other situations, just as jeans are fine for a hayride and more 
formal attire is sensible for a job interview with the vice-president of a 
bank. Linguists of every bent have proclaimed that language is constantly 
changing (which is why average speakers of English today cannot read 
Beowulf m the original without special instruction) and have rejoiced in 
the fact. 

They also have pointed out that while some elements of language 
change, others lag behind; hence, we say nite but usually write night, we 
say f.nujf hut usually write enough, we say dauter (in some dialects dot- 
ter) but usually write daughter. Each of these words was once pro- 
nounced as it is still recorded graphemically. The phonology has now 
changed, but the graphology has in mosc cases not reflected the change. 
Moiy comr^on words, are nov/ obviously in the process of change. 
Strength, with its two bewildering clusters of cons -jnants, is very difficult 
for most people to pronounce, so while strength is still heard, strenth 
and strent are not uncommon pronunciations as well. What Charlton 
Laird wrote in 1953 has been amply supponec^ by the sociolinguists of 
tiie 1960s and 1970s: * 'Speakers of a language take it as they use it, and 
do not think much abo'^t its past or future. They think of it as 'right* or 
'wrong,' but they are not much aware tliat the wrongs may become 
rights and the rights become obsoletes'' (9). 

While descriptive linguists and sociolinguists were unraveling some of 
the puzzles and perplexities of how language operates, psycholinguists 
were exploring some of the psychological phenomena of how people use 
language and of what we can glean about the language-learning process 
from the clues provided by normal language use. Among the fruitful in- 
vestigations motivated by psycholinguistics, perhaps none is quite so im- 
^ /ttant and revealing as miscue rnalysis. 

The remainder of this chapter deals with the notable contributions of 
Bloomfield and Fries to reading instruction. Subsequent chapters deal 
separately with the influential areas of miscue analysis and dialectology. 
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Leonard Bloomficld's interest in reading instruction was an outgrowth 
of his cxp'tricncc in helping his own son learn to read. Approaching this 
problem as; a linguistic scientist, he naturally applied the lingu* 'tic con- 
ventions in which he had been well schooled to the new field in v/hich 
he sought to achieve a degree of mastery. 

BloomSeld begins with the assumption that it is not possible to un- 
derstand reading without also understanding **the relation of written (or 
printed) words to speech" (10). He feels that reading can be effectively 
taught in a much shorter period than is usually required to teach it. 

Bloomfield points out the relative newness of reading and writing in 
comparison to the whole span of human existence and also notes that, 
even tod^iy, more languages exist solely in oral form than exist in written 
form. He calls writing artificial in comparison to speaking. He differenti- 
ates among picture writing (pictographic writing), word writing (ideo- 
graphic writing), and alphabetic writing, noting diat the last is capable 
of nuances and specificities of which the other two forms of writing are 
not. He notes that once people know the sounds of their language as 
these sounds are graphenically recorded, they can sound out, with a 
high degree of uniformity, words of which they do not know the mean- 
ings. This is not true of the ideographs that linger in our language— ?0 
means ten\ but whereas readers can sound out t-e-n, there is nothing in 
10 to tell them how it is pronounced. The 1 in 10 does not represent a 
sound. If it did, 11, 12, 13, etc., would all have the same initial sound. 
Such signs as | , #, &, and % and such abbreviations as Ave, , Mr, , ApL , 
Ass^^. , and eU. also give readers few clues to the actual pronunciation of 
the words they represent. 

Bloomfield contends with disarming simplicity, "In order to under- 
stand the nature of alphabetic writing we need know only what is meant 
by the term unit speech sound, or, as the linguist calls it, by the term 
phoneme'' (11). All human utterances are combinations of phonemes. 
For those who know the language being spoken, the combinations sound 
intelligible; for those who do not know the language, the phonemes are 
meaningless noise. Phonemes in English have graphemic representations. 
The 26 letters of our alphabf^t, alone or in combination, yield approxi- 
mately 42 sounds of which ax* llnglisb words are composed in one way or 
another. The sound-letter relationship in English is said to be only about 
20 percent efficient (12), so it is perhaps not surprising that some stu- 
dents have difficulty learning to read. 
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Bloomficld rcniovcs from the paths of students some of the initial ob- 
stacles that the somewhat inefficient sound-letter relationship in English 
imposes. He starts students with regular words, enabling them to devel- 
op strategies for figuring out language before exposing them to irregular 
words like was, one, knee, gnu, or Phil. Bloon^ield demands that stu- 
dents work systematically with woi>ds, beginning with sets or groups of 
similar two- or three-let'ter words chat differ in only one phoneme: at, 
bat, cat, fat, gat, hat, lat, mat, rat— but never which totally confuses 
the issue— or bud, bug, buir, bun, bus but. Bloomficld has no objec- 
tion to allowing students to pronounce words that are not commonly in 
the language— for example, lat in the list above— because in so dcing 
they reinforce their ability to maix grapheme-phoneme correspondences 
and also because they will later encounter some of the nonsense syllables 
in other contexts, such as lattice or lateral. 

Initially Bloomfield introduces students to all th^ vowels but to only 
one pronunciation of each vowel: ^ as in cat\ ^ as in pet\ i as in pin\ o as 
in hot\ and « as in cut. He intioduccs all the consonants except q and x, 
but he introduces them in words in which they have tue same sound: if 
get, then not gem\ if cut, then not cent. 

He notes that the list of consonants contains one duplication — c as in 
cat and k are the same phoneme; he contends that this will not cause a 
reading difficulty, although it may cause a spelling difficulty when the 
student writes. Essentially, the first thing Bloomfield is aiming for is con- 
sistency. The English language is inconsistent, but Bloomfield isolates 
consistent elements within it and uses these elemen'-s in the early stages 
of reading instruction, allowing student*; initially to establish a secure 
and dependable reading base. 

Before children are introduced to groups of words, Bloomfield advo- 
cates giving them visual discrimination tests and asking them to read let- 
ters of the alphabet, first in capital block letters, then in both upper- 
and lower-case block letters, sounding out each letter individually. 

Part One of Bloomfield's scheme, then, deals exclusively with groups 
of two- or three-letter words, all quite regular and consistent in their 
pronunciation. Part Two, while mai itaining the regular pronunciations 
of each letter, presents words with two (and sometimes three) consecutive 
consonants that students should be able to pronounce by sounding the 
letters as they have learned to sound them: spit, split, clip, grip, strip. 
Later in Part Two, ''regular" values are assigned to some more problem- 
atic areas of rronunciatior;: 4ng as in sing\ -nk as in link, -sh or sh- as in 
fish or shot\ -ch or ch- as in inch or chin\ -th or th- as in fifth or thin\ 
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wh' as in when\ -ck as in back\ and -tch as in catch. By the conclusion of 
Pan Two, is, was, mother^ father, brother, than, they^ and them have 
not been introduced because these words contain irregular pronuncia- 
tions. As has been noted earlier, this limits the content of the reading 
material, and many teachers have objected that the readings fail to capi- 
talize on the interests of beginning reading students because of the scru- 
pulous omission of irregular sounds. The sentences that Bloomfield and 
Bamhart have constructed from the words available are no less interest- 
ing, however, than those found in more conventional basal readers of the 
period during which these two linguists were writing. Part Two concludes 
with the introduction of x as in box and qu as in quit. Hie spelling of 
each is treated as regular. 

Part Three introduces pairs of vowels {ee, ea, oo, etc.) and pairs con- 
sisting of a vowel and a ccmivowel {ay, aw, ew, etc.). It is not until Part 
Four that irregular formations are introduced, and by this time children 
have developed a good sense of sound-letter correspondence and should 
be reading the materials in the first three lessons with relative ease and 
accuracy. As the program grows increasingly more difficult, students will 
have been drilled in large quantities of words but should have been only 
mininidiy confused by them because of tlie consistency of sound-letter 
correspondences within them. 

Teachers have had reservations about the Bloomfield materials because 
they are not accompanied by illustrations; Bloomfield generally preferred 
not to give students a pictographic cnuch to lean on while they were at- 
tempting to learn alphabetic versions of words (13). He was explicit in 
saying that initially students should respond orally to graphemes, lam- 
basting the nonoral method: "The extreme type of ideational method is 
the so-called 'nonoral' method, v;here children are not required to pro- 
nounce words, bun to respond directly to the concent. They are shown a 
printed sentence such as Skip around the room, and the correct answer is 
not to say anything, but to perform the indicated act. Nothing could be 
less in accord with the nature of our system of writing or with the read- 
ing process such as, in the end, it must be acquired" (14). He goes on to 
criticize educators who teach by what he calls guesswork rather than ac- 
cording to such scientific principles as those upon which he has based his 
met' .od. 

lu retrospect, Bloomfield's contribution to reading instniction added 
little to the phonics approach, which was already in widespread use at 
the time he was writing. Although he overcame some of the inconsisten- 
cies and irregularities of this approach, much undeserved criticism has 
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been laid at his dootstep. For example, Ro.nald Wardhaugh writes: 
**Sloomfield emphasizes the relative unimportance of the content of 
what Is read and claims that the child is faced with what is essentially k 
decoding task. The child already 'knows* the content, for, after alU he 
can speak the language" (15). 

In making this statement, Wardhaugh apparently chooses to ignore 
Fries's explanation: "Bloomfield strove vigorously to avoid mentalistic 
terms (concept, idea, and so forth) in the statement of his linguistic ma- 
terials and believed that 'Every scientific statement is made in physical 
terms.* But his efforts to achieve statements 'Si physical rather than 
'mentalistic* terms do not lead to the conclusion that he 'ignores mean- 
ing* or that 'he takes no account of meaning*** (16). Fries reproduces a 
portion of a letter Bloomfield sent him in 1945 in which he addresses 
this very point and makes himself quite clear, say ng that he regards 
meaning an essential part of anything having to do with language. 

CHARLES C. FRIES, LINGUISTICS. 
AND READING INSTRUCTION 

A year after the publication of Bloomfield and Barnhart*s Let*s Reed 
in 1961, Charles C. Fries, a linguist of standing comparable to Bloom- 
field's, completed his notable work Linguistics and Reading. As a de- 
scriptive, structural linguist, his basic approach was not world-shakingly 
different from Bloomfield*s. Understanding the misinterpretations of 
Bloomfield*s views about comprehension. Fries writes, "let us accept 
comprehension of the meaning as our chief objective and attempt to an- 
alyze the problems of the sharing of meanings through language** (17). 
He warns, however, that "the language is not the meaning c the mes- 
sage; A language is the code of signals tlirough which various se- 
quences of vocal sounds or speech acts get meaning** (18). He goes on to 
cite William S. Gray, speaking for the committee that composed the Sec- 
ond Report of the National Committee on Reading, in his statement 
that "reading, as here conceived, includes not only recognition, compre- 
hension, and interpretation, but also the application of the facts appre- 
hended in the study of personal and social problems** (19). leaving no 
doubt whatsoever that the reading establishment had taken stand on 
the question of comprehension and implying that Fries found this stand 
neither distasteful nor inconsistent with his own. 

Fries contends, "The process of learning to read in one*s native lan- 
guage is the process of transfer from the auditory signs for language sig- 
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nals which the child has already learned, to the new visual signs for the 
same signals" (20). His system of teaching was predicated on the idea of 
transfer and was quite bchavioristic: **Lcarning to read . . . means devel- 
oping a considerable range of habitual responses to a specific set of pat- 
terns of graphic shapes." He goes on to state a salient pedagogical prin- 
ciple: "The teaching of begirming reading to children of four or five 
must be conceived, not in terms of imparting knowledge, but in terms 
of opportunities for praaice" (21). 

Fries gives considerable attention lo the sequence of the time -and 
space dimensions involved in initial reading instruaion. The time di- 
mension is largely ^elated to intonation (junctures) in speech, and chil- 
dren must be trained, through Fries's process of transfer, to recognize 
the time dimensions in the printed word. The major space dimension 
has to do with the faa that English is written horizontally from left to 
right. This is basic information that anyone who wants to read English 
miist recognize. Also, the directional sequence has to do with the recog- 
nition of letters, all but a few of which (H, /, 0, and X) must be right 
side up to have meaning and to be readable in any accurate way. 

Fries uses only capital block letters in initial reading instruction, there- 
by relieving the beginning reader of the somewhat complicated problem 
of distinguishing letters from each other in both upper and lower case. 
While he contends that students must be able to distinguish individual 
letters in the initial stages of reading. Fries does not feel that it is entirely 
necessary for students to know the names of the letters; recognition is all 
that counts. He classifies all letters as "stroke letters" (A, E, F, H, I, K, 
L, M, N, T, V, W, X, Y, and Z), ''circle letters" (C, G. O, Q, and S), 
or "suoke and circle letters" (B, D, J, P, R, and U). He teaches the 
most commonly used letters initially (omitting Q, Z, X, V, and J) and 
teaches them contrastively in relation to shape. He calls the initial read- 
ing time the "early transfer stage" and at this point introduces as little 
as students need in order to get along in early .reading. From a group of 
12 letters. Fries composes 35 words typically found in the vocabularies of 
five-year-olds; he limits early readings to these words and these letters. 
Like Bloomfield, he introduces the article a at this point, even though it 
is irregular in its pronunciation. He differs from Bloomfield in that, al- 
though a is the only vowel he introduces, he presents it in words that re- 
quire it to be pronounced inconsistently— FAT, MAN, BAD, etc. His 
system emphasizes the contrastive use of minimal paiis. 

Fries differentiates substantially among the terms phonics, phonetics, 
and phonemics, devoting Chapter 6 of Linguistics and Reading to this 



95 

ERIC 



differentiation in great detail. Although one interested in this matter 
should turn to the actual source, it may be useful here to present Fries's 
succinct differentiations: 

Phonics has been and continues to be a way of teaching beginning 
reading. 

Phonetics is a set of techniques by which to identify and describe, 
in absolute terms, all the differences of sound features that oc- 
cur in any language. 

Phonemics is a set of techniques by which to identify and describe, 
especially in terms of distribution, the bundles of sound con- 
trasts that constitute the structural units that mark the word 
patterns (22). 

THESTRUCTURAUSTS' CONTRIBUTIONS 

From linguists like Bloomfield and Fries have come essentially more 
systematic ways to teach phonics. In 1968, Kenneth Goodman wrote, 
"What has come to represent the linguistic approach is the kind of up- 
dated phonics Bloomfield and Fries devised." Goodman identified one 
of the major weaknesses of the way linguists of the Bloomfield-Fries era 
approached the teaching of reading, but he places the blame on those in 
reading who asked linguists "the wrong question: How should reading 
be taught? They [the linguists] responded with the wrong answer though 
it was a linguistic one. Linguists should have been asked, 'What do you 
know about language that will help one understand how reading should 
be taught?"' (23) 

The transformational-generative grammarians, led by Noam Chomsky 
whose Syntactic Structures brought about a revolution in the way many 
linguists view language and language learning, have spawned a new 
school of specialists concerned with reading instruction from a linguistic 
point of view. Psycholinguists Kenneth Goodman and Yetta Goodman 
have offered valuable insights to teachers who need to understand how 
language operates and how reading instruction is related to the psycho- 
logical processes involved in language learning. The pioneering work the 
Goodmans have undertaken in miscue analysis has broad implications for 
every reading teacher at every level of education and is the subject of the 
next chapter. 
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Chapter 9 

LEARNING FROM MISREADINGS: 
A LOOK AT MISCUE ANALYSIS (i) 



In 1969, Ronald Wardhaugh wrote: "There is something very impor- 
tant missing from the work that has been done so far in applying linguis- 
tic knowledge acquired over the past decade. The kind of linguistics 
which is partially introduced into some versions of the linguistic method 
is Bloomfieldian linguistics; however, beginning with the publication of 
Chomsky's Syntactic Structures (2) in 1957, linguistics has undergone a 
revolution." Wardhaugh continues, **It would not be fair to say that 
Bloomfieldian linguistics is dead or even moribund; but, to use the cur- 
rent idiom, it is not where the action is" (3). 

Wardhaugh goes on to applaud the new linguists, the transformation- 
al-generative grammarians, because of their interest in making **a dis- 
tinaion between the skills and competency a person must have to behave 
linguistically and his actual observed linguistic behavior" (4). Ward- 
haugh then speculates on some of the ways in which the transformation- 
al-generative grammarians might shed light on the teaching of reading 
and suggests, quite prophetically as it turns out, "Even mistakes should 
be thought of as applications of wrong rules, as evidence of faulty pro- 
cessing, rather than as instances of random behavior" (5). Wardhaugh 
cannot be credited, because of this statement, with fistthering the miscue 
analysis movement, inasmuch as Kenneth Goodman and Yetta Good- 
man were already beginning their investigations in this area and were ap- 
plying some of the fruits of the transformational-generative gran-marians 
to their research. Kenneth Goodman had also already published The 
Psycholinguistic Nature of the Reading Process (6), and Wardhaugh was 
certainly familiar with this important book. 

In the three decades since the publication of Syntactic Structures, 
Chomsky's impact has been telt in many areas of learning and investiga- 
tion. His exploration into the question of how all the syntactic stmctures 
of any language are generated from basic kernel sentences has focused at- 
tention on the underlying psychology of syntactic generation and has in- 
augurated the intensive study of psycholinguistics. 

As psycholinguists have turned their attention to areas of human com- 
munication previously unexplored from a psycholinguistic standpoint, 
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they have developed a new and broader understanding of language 
skills. Many of the emerging researchers in this area have come to realize 
that the acquisition of language skills, notably of reading and writing, 
follows psycholinguistic patterns that fit into generalizable categories. 
Subsequent research has provided many challenging insights into the 
patterns of language learning; however, some of tfie most important re- 
search has, because of its specialized nature and difficulty of interpreta- 
tion and understanding, failed to reach classroom teachers who could 
profit significantly from many of its findings. 

MISCUE ANALYSIS DEFINED 

Kenneth Goodman coined the term miscue analysis as an outgrowth 
of his investigation into the sorts of errors students make in oral reading 
and what these errors reveal about the reading characteristics of the peo- 
ple who make them. A miscue, as Goodman uses the term, is merely an 
error or inaccuracy in either oral or silent reading. Goodman elects to use 
the term miscue because "miscues are not simply errors, but the results 
of the reading process having miscarried in some minor or major ways." 
Goodman continues, "The phenomena to be dealt with will be called 
miscues, rather than errors, in order to avoid the negative connotation of 
errors (all miscues are not bad) and to avoid the implication that good 
reading does not include miscues" (7). 

Teachers can learn a great deal from the miscues their students make 
in oral reading. Although they can assess miscues only in oral reading, 
these miscues can certainly suggest the types of problems their students 
are having in silent reading as well. It is important that teachers heed 
Goodmrn's admonition "that only in rare special circumstances is oral 
reading free of miscues and that silent reading is never miscue-free" (8). 
More importantly, the teachers must hearken to Goodman's research- 
based caveat that "it appears likely that a reader who requires perfection 
in his reading will be a rather inefficient reader" (9). The frister most 
people read, the more miscues they make. , 

PROCESSING GRAPHO7PHONIC, SYNTACTIC, 
AND SEMANTIC INFORMATION 

According to Goodman, when readers react to graphic displays (writ- 
ing) on a page, they must process three types of information: grapho- 
phonic, syntaaic, and semantic. Sometimes they must process all three 
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types of information simultaneously, sometimes not. They process syn- 
tactic information as syntactic structures such as phrases, clauses, etc. For 
example, a reader who reads "nip" for **pin" or, more conunonly in 
oral reading and speaking, the metathesized "irrevelancy" for "irrele- 
vancy" is processing grapho-phonic and, possibly, semantic information, 
whereas the reader who r:nders "They have done a good day's work" as 
"They had did a good day's work" is processing syntactic infomiation 
and probably is miscuing because of dialea interference. 

Students who are reading silently are decoding (translating) graphic 
markings on a page into meaningful units. Probably the most efficient 
readers — that is, those in the top 1 or 2 percent nationally in reading 
ability and reading efficiency— are engaged largely in a decoding process. 
Yet even these readers, in their silent reading, engage in some subvocali- 
zation. Any vocalization, whether reading aloud or subvocalizing in si- 
lent reading, involves a more complicated process than mere decoding; it 
requires decoding of the graphic representation and then encoding of the 
sound for which the graphic representation stands. This process slows 
readers down, although in some cases it may not work much to the detri- 
ment of their efficiency. Readers who encounter new words {miniseries, 
suharea, kinesics) or complicated words {Zoroastrtanism, shenanigan, 
neuropsychiatric) for the first time usually have to vocalize them in order 
to be able to deal with them. If they are not dealing with them within a 
context, then their reading efficiency (comprehension) is reduced. 

On the other hand, some readers need to vocalize every word in silent 
reading, and in so doing, some of them slow their reading pace to the 
point that they cannot derive the meaning from a paragraph or, perhaps, 
even from a sentence or a phrase. It is important for the teacher of read- 
ing to recognize the kinds of processes that are going on in reading and, 
having identified them, to know how to use them diagnostically to de- 
termine what is most likely to help individual students. 

IWO BASIC CATEGORIES OF MISCUING 

Although Goodman has identified 28 different categories of miscues 
(10), let us consider at this point two major areas in which miscues are 
detected and consider further how teachers can use the information that 
these miscues provide to determine the type and gravity of the reading 
problems students have. 

Frank Smith (11) (as well as Goodman (12), Carolyn L. Burke and 
Goodman (13), and Rose-Marie Weber (14)) notes that proficient begin- 
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ning readets make as many miscues as beginning readers who are not 
proficient, but that their miscues are of a different nature from those 
made by their less proficient classmates. He reports: "The errors of less 
proficient readers typically reflect a good deal of the graphic information 
in the written text (for example, 'saw' for *was,' 'butter' for 'batter') but 
they make little sense in che context of the passage as a whole. More ac- 
complished readers sometimes make errors that may appear quite gross 
visually — omitting, substituting, or rearranging entire sequences of 
words— but that nonetheless retain the underlying meaning of the pas- 
sage they are reading. They do not stop to sound out or even identify in- 
dividual words" (15). 

Obviously, the student who reads, "She went to a moving in wont" 
for "She went to a movie in town" and goes right on reading has a 
much greater and more disabling reading problem than does the student 
who reads, "There is sorxieo;;^ in the house" for "There is some^o^^ in 
the house," or "They live happily in the forest" for "They live in the 
forest happily." The latter reader is also distinguishable from the former 
because he or she, in making a miscue like "She crust the day she was 
born," will go back and reread, "She curst the day she was born," real- 
izing that the first rendering of the sentence does not make sense. 

In determining the extent and type of students' reading problems, 
teachers must pay careful attention to what happens when students are 
reading orally. They must also bear in mind Goodman's comment that 
readers who demand perfection of themselves are likely to be inefficient 
readers. 



READING AS INFORMATION PROCESSING 

In one of his early articles, Goodman writes, "A proficient reader is 
one so efficient in sampling and predicting that he uses the least (not the 
most) available information necessary" (16). In other words, really profi- 
cient readers can comprehend accurately what they are reading without 
laboring over it. The eye feeds the graphic representation to the mind 
which instantly, and in many cases nonverbally, processes it. The flow to 
the mind is constant and rapid; the units communicated are relatively 
large units: "secondary school," or even "scdryschol" rather than "se- 
con-da-ry sc-ho-ol" or "s-e-c-o-n-d-a-r-y s-c-h-o-o-1." Proficient readers 
are probably engaging the right hemisphere of the brain as well as the 
left in the reading process, allowing the gestalt of words and phrases to 
aid in their processing for greater efficiency and accuracy. 
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Goodman calls reading **a psycholinguistic process, in which meaning 
is decoded from a linguistic medium of communication" (17). This lin- 
guistic medium of communication is presumably graphic representation 
or writing unless one wishes to go so far as to say that deriving meaning 
from a painting, let us say, is a form of reading. Goodman's definition 
would be quite commonplace — in essence, "Reading is decoding writ- 
ing" — were it not for the inclusion of the words "psycholinguistic pro- 
cess." These words move the definition into new territory, which is very 
much concerned with the question of how the mind works on language 
and with the converse question of how language works on the mind. It is 
this qualification that makes Goodman's ddfinition unique and that 
should lead teachers to a greater awareness of the learning problems 
some of their students have. The student who is able to see in the 
mind's eye "secondary school" or "secondaryschool" can process that 
piece of information 15 times faster than the student who sees "s-e-c-o- 
n-d-a-r-y s-c-h-o-o-1." And, perhaps more importantly, the former stu- 
dent has the mental concept of "secondary school" in mind when he or 
she pushes on to the next word or phrase. The latter student moves on to 
the next word or phrase in the same laborious way that he or she at- 
tacked "s-e-c-o-n-d-a-r-y s-c-h-o-o-1" and cannot derive meaning from 
the material being read. Such a student is, for all practical purposes, a 
nonreader. 

Teachers beyond the primary grades who encounter such students are 
faced with enormous problems, some of them stemming from early 
training that stressed a narrow phonics emphasis over the reading of 
whole words. For some students, the early damage may be all but irre- 
versible. For others, new approaches to reading — and these new ap- 
proaches must involve a great deal of eye training — may yield results. A 
first step would be to surround such students with large signs, clearly 
printed, identifying objects around the classroom — desk, door, chair, 
window, clock, etc. — and to engage them in games involving words. For 
example, on large cards, clearly printed commands such as "Look Left" 
or "Stand Up" or "Touch Your Nose" might be written. The teacher 
flashes a card. The first student to obey the command gets to flash the 
next card. Such activities will encourage some students to see and procr ss 
larger entities than they have been able to process previously. If students 
cannot handle commands, the teacher can try writing just one word on 
each card and begin by saying, "Touch whatever part of you is written 
on the card"; then she or he would flash ear, nose, chin, eye, and toe, 
and graduate to wrist, ankle, finger, stomach, and other more difficult 
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words. The teacher might start another exercise by saying, "Point to 
whatever is written on the card," and continue with words such as door, 
• wally floor y boy, and desk, and then proceed to more difficult words like 
light, ceiling, eraser, cupboards, and chalkboard. 

Teachers must remember that post-primary school students who have 
severe reading deficits are ashamed of those deficits. Hieir shame may 
manifest itself in various ways— apathy, defensiveness, or lack of cooper- 
ation. Characteristically such students have learned not to take risks in 
the school setting because in the past their taking risks has resulted in 
penalties. If anything is to succeed in helping them to cope with and 
overcome their problems, it must be presented to them in contexts that 
are neither threatening nor judgmental. In the excitement of a game, 
students lose their self-consciousness and perform more effectively than 
they would in a more typical classroom setting. 

READING MISCUES AND DIALECTS 

Teachers working ^ith students brought up in environments where di- 
alects that vary significantly from so-called Standard English predominate 
must have some understanding of their students' dialects if they arc to 
judge whether students are actually miscuing in oral reading or whether 
they are merely making substitutions from their own dialects. In most 
rural areas of Piedmont, North Carolina, for example, a student who 
reads, "Maybe I can go if the rain stops" as "I might can go if the rain 
stops" is translating the more standard expression into the dialect of the 
region. W. Nelson Francis has noted that students whose dklects differ 
grcaily from that in the works they are trying to read (usually something 
close to Network Standard English) may have trouble learning to read 
(18). However, the child whose teacher Joiows some of the dialects of the 
community will stand a better chance of learning to read than the child 
whose teacher is ignorant of these dialects (19). 

Kenneth R. Johnson has made useful generalizations about sounds 
that Black children use in certain words, particularly those words ending 
in /th/ such as birth, which in Black dialect is biif. He has also noted 
other consistent patterns that teachers of reading should recognize (20). 
Johnson reminds the reader that "Black English is not 'sloppy' English 
spoken by childien with 'lazy lips and lazy tongues'; it is a structured, 
functional \ariety of English, and it should not be stigmatized" (21). 
What Johnson says about Black dialect may be said with equal validity 
about other dialects of English. 
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Teachers need to recognize that students may make substitutions into 
their own dialects. William Labov notes, "If a student reads He always 
looked for trouble when he read the news as He a* way look' fo* trouble 
when he read {ihymmg with bed) de news, the teacher should be able to 
judge that he is reading correctly " (22). Such a rendering is reading cor- 
tccJy within the confines and pronunciation system of a student's own 
dialect. Teachers also need to remember that if the task at hand is to 
teach reading to students who are having difficulty mastering this skill, 
the focus should be on reading. If the student reads "have did" for 
"have done," this is not the time for a grammar lesson which would 
only divert student attention from the task at hand. In trying to teach 
several things at once, teachers reduce the efficiency with which slower 
students learn. 

One might bear in mind a sequence in Dorothy Heathcote's film 
Three Looms Waiting (23), in which she is helping students to enact a 
prisoner-of-war scene. She tells the students that as prisoners-of-war, 
diey will be grilled by their captors. Then she begins grilling a boy: 
**What work did you do before the war?" **I was a ktry driver." "Is 
your fether alive?" "No, Ma'am." "How did he die?" "He was killed 
in the war, ma'am." "Where did he live?" "In London." "Where in 
London?" "Coventry, ma'am." "And is your mother alive?" 

In the critique that followed this session, Heathcote was asked, "Why 
did you not tell the boy that Coventry is not a part of London?" She re- 
plied, ''Because I don't give a damn where Coventry is. I was not giving 
a geography lesson. I was trying to help a young boy to know what it 
feels like to be a prisoner, an alien in a foreign land, and at that mo- 
ment he was beginning to know what it felt like. I could not interrupt 
the development of this feeling to tell him where Coventry is." Too 
many teachers forget that focus can be destroyed if the lesson deviates 
from its intended objective(s) in order to provide information that che 
student does not need at that particular moment. 

Teachers of reading need to remember Goodman's words: "(1) pho- 
nemes do not really exist outside of the full system of restraints in which 
they are found [and] (2) oral language is no less a code than written lan- 
guage" (24). Indeed, when oral response is produced from graphic rep- 
resentation (reading from printed material), the reader is involved in a 
psychologically complex process and is called upon to juggle two or more 
coding challenger^ simultaneously. Although the process is an easy and 
natural one for proficient readers (which most teachers are and have been 
since their earliest recollections), reading can be an incredibly difficult, 



103 

105 



intimidating, and discouraging process for the deficient reader. If teach- 
ers do not understand this fully (and it is difficult to understand why 
others have uoublc doing the things that one does easily and well), they 
are not in a position to teach reading to people with reading handicaps. 



TEACHER FEEDBACK AND MISCUES 

Since 1975, considerable attention has been paid to analyzing the 
kinds of feedback that teachers give students who make miscues when 
they read aloud. R.L. Allington finds that teachers interrupt poor read- 
ers at the point of a miscue more frequently than they interrupt good 
readers and that the most frequent interruption occurs when the teacher 
corrects the miscue by supplying the needed word. Teachers also cue 
poor readers to graphemic clues slightly more often than they do good 
readers. He concludes that the differential (and sometimes deferential) 
ueatment accorded r,>ooi readers may conuibute to their problems in 
reading rather than helping them (25). 

Working from the Allington study, a group of researchers at the Uni- 
versity of Texas at Austin conclude from their extended observations of 
22 second grade teachers that "in guided oral reading, the teacher does 
little to encourage the poor reader to begin to look like the good" (26). 
They recommend that poor readers be given materials in which their er- 
ror rates will be low so that they will begin to gain a better image of 
themselves as readers. They advocate not doing round-robin reading in 
class, but replacing this activity with the soft reading of stories so that 
teachers can offer them feedback privately rather than in front of the 
whole class. They also urge teachers to wait until the end of the sen- 
tence—or better until the end of the paragraph— before they interrupt 
students. 

The University of Texas researchers place emphasis on reading for 
meaning. They suggest that teachers be tolerant of miscues that do not 
affect meaning and that their initial response to miscues be "on the 
meaning level, asking the student to reread the sentence with the miscue 
and/or asking if what the student has said makes sense" (27). Certainly 
at the early level of reading instruction that concerns these researchers, a 
major consideration should be with finding ways to help students suc- 
ceed. If they do not have a sense of success in reading at this level, they 
may be deficient readers throughout their lifetimes. 
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USING JUDGMENT IN DEAUNG WITH MISCUES 

Miscucs arc a natural part of all reading, oral and silent. If t'.ie aim in 
oral reading is perfection, then every miscue or error must be corrected. 
However, to do this will discourage students and will do little to help 
them become better readers. Rather, it will destroy in them any desire to 
read. Teachers need to be quick to recognize the types of miscues stu- 
dents make and to know that some require attention while others do 
not- James Peter Tonelli writes, "Since most readers arc speakers of the 
language they read, they bring to the process of reading an intuitive 
knowledge of oral language that facilitates their getting meaning from 
written language" (28). 

Probably the best criterion teachers can apply in reaching decisions 
about whether to correct students' miscucs is that of meaning: Docs the 
reader understand what he/she is reading? The oral language that stu- 
dents are accustomed to hearing may differ quite substantially from the 
written language to which they are exposed in reading. Many .students, 
while they are decoding from the printed page, are simultaneously en- 
coding into their own dialects, making the Standard English on the page 
conform systematically to the conventions of those dialects. On a rather 
simple level, ten may come out not because the reader cannot differ- 
entiate between the two words of this minimal pair but because he or 
she docs not make an audible distinction in his or her normal pronuncia- 
tion of the two words. In such situations, even though both words may 
be pronounced identically, context will reveal which is intended. On a 
more sophisticated level, Standard English "it does" or "she doesn't" 
may come out "it do" or "she don't" (or even "she don'") because the 
reader will translate the standard expression into the corresponding locu- 
tion in dialect- Such a deviation from the printed text is not an error to 
be corrected if the purpose of oral reading is to determine whether the 
reader is able to read a text with meaning. Teaching the differences that 
exist among dialects may be appropriate ultimately in a student's lin- 
guistic development, but teachers need to learn not to confuse students 
by drifting spontaneously into teaching a second major lesson because 
something being done in the primary major lesson suggests doing so. 

Laray Brown writes of a Black child who made no differentiation be- 
tween him and hem in oral reading, pronouncing both words /him/. 
Brown asks, "Did he mispronounce all words with these two vowels in 
similar environments— for example, pin and penV Brown continues: 
"The answer was yes. Consequently, I said that I would not have correct- 
ed the Black child and that I would have corrected the White child 
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[making the same miscuej. I feel that one must consider with which lan- 
guage system one « working, the Black English (BE) or the Standard Ed- 
glish (SE) syic€in" (29). While many traditionalists rebel against this 
point of view, it Is linguistically and pedagogically sound. The question 
is not whether so-called standard usage (Network Standard) should be 
taught; eventually students obviously will profit from being introduced 
to it. However, in the initial stages of reading instruction, the focus 
should be on decoding and comprehending, not on the subtleties of dia- 
lea differences. 

Brown contends that speakers of dialects such as Black English have a 
passive knowledge and underst«iding of Standard English sufficient for 
them to be able to comprehend it. He cites tests **where children were 
asked to repeat sentences tliat they were ^ivcn orally (in which] Black 
children 'digested* the given SE forms and rendered translations in BE 
with the same meaning." Therefore, Brown contends that "failure of 
some Black children to learn to read is not due primarily to dialectal dif- 
ferences. I see no reason that a child needs to have more than a passive 
knowledge of SE to Icam to read" (30). 

^ Emotions concerning this issue have run so high that the results of re- 
liable and metioilous linguistic studies have been obscured by the emo- 
tional involvement of teachers and parents who feel that every language 
problem must be worked on simultaneously, despite the existence of 
convincing research evidence that leai»iing will be diminished when this 
is done. 

Aaron Upton substantiates the fact that "as children call out substi- 
tuted words, they may actually see and know the words as they are writ- 
ten, but find it more linguistically comfortable to say the words as they 
do." Lipton warns: "!n many instances in forcing a child to call words 
accurately by continual reference to his errors and correction of them, we 
deny him the opportunity to read within the framework of his own lan- 
guage development. This condition has caused many children to avoid 
reading and to become faiiurr>s with the reading process" (31). 

Neither Brown nor Lipton nor this writer believes that -^ly child 
should be locked into one dialect for the whole of his or her educational 
experience. The plea is that children be allowed the right ^o their own 
language while they arc trying to master the elementary forms of some of 
the basic skills of that language. When children can function unselfcon- 
sciously in the areas of speaking, reading, and writing, teachers can prof- 
itably nirn their attention to questions of the different usages and con- 
ventions that exist within the broad range of English language dialects. 
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GAINING INFORMATION THROUGH MISCUES 

Perceptive teachers will learn a great deal about their students' ability 
to cope with language if they know how to interpret the miscues their 
students make in oral reading. It takes linguistic sophistication to read 
and simultaneously uanslate into another dialect, and many primary 
school students are easily able to do this. Such linguistic flexibility 
should be valued rather than condemned. 

Tortelli recommends that primary teachers make individual diagnoses 
of their students by h^,ving each student read aloud to them an unfamil- 
iar story of which the teadier has a copy. The teacher is to write on his 
other copy every word the student utters that is not in the original text or 
that differs from the original. Omissions of words are also to be noted. 

First, the teacher places horizontally on a sheet of paper four column 
headings: "Unexpected Readings" (substitution of words or any other 
dcviatons from the text), "Intended Readings," "Language," and 
"Meaning." He or she then numbers the paper vertically from 1 to 10, 
and the first 10 unexpected calls are recorded. If the student reads 
"hurt" for "hit" as the verb in the first sentence, "A big boy hit 
Nan," then "hurt" is recorded in column 1, "Unexpected Readings." 
Tlie word "hit" is recorded in column 2, "Intended Readings." In col- 
umn 3 a "yes" is recorded because the substitution has resulted in a 
grammatically acceptable sentence. In most cases "A big boy hit Nan" 
could be rendered "A big boy hurt Nan" with little granmiatical prob- 
lem; however, "Them big boy hit /hurt Nan" might indicate a gram- 
matical inconsistency (depending on the reader's dialect), indicating that 
the reader has made a miscue that is not meaningful in terms of tkt 
sense of the sentence. In column 4, "Meaning," a "no" is recorded if 
either the word "Them" or the word "hurt" has been the substitution 
because the original meaning would not be conveyed in either case (32). 

In order to obtain the most valid information from students who read 
to teachers individually, Goodman recommends that the reading should 
be somewhat difficult for the student, a bit above his or her level, and 
that it should be long enough to generate 25 or more miscues. Goodman 
would have the reading recorded for later replay; he would also have the 
student retell the story immediately after having read it to check for 
comprehension. The miscues would be coded with the use of Taxonomy, 
Reading Miscue Inventory, or other such means so that they might be 
viewed analytically and diagnosed according to the student's geographi- 
cal origins or ethnic background (33). 
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Goodman's suggestion should be followed with caution, however, as 
the more recent findings of the University of Texas researchers indicate. 
Perhaps after children are somewhat secure in their reading, Goodman's 
plan can be used for diagnostic purposes; it should, however, be used 
sparingly and only after students have developed the sort of self-image 
that such diagnostic work will not erode. 

LEVELS OFMISCUING 

Teachers should always pay close attention to the levels of miscuing. 
Calling "don't" for "do not" is not a serious miscue. It will not distort 
meaning even though it may alter in some minute way the style of what 
the student is reading. If a beginning reader pronounces a word in dia- 
lect (ideariot idea), the miscue is hardly worth considering. An inability 
to distinguish consistently between them and they or between him and 
^£f is a problem of greater magnitude because it usually will alter mean- 
ing. Omitting words, particularly descriptive words such as reading **A 
boy hit the girl" rather than "A big boy hit the girl," may, if not 
checked, cause ftiture problems in comprehension. Misreading "was" as 
"saw" may, if done consistently, indicate problems connected with 
mixed dominance, a common cause of serious reading handicaps. Diffi- 
culty in distinguishing between "m" and "w" may suggest a similar 
problem. Reading "brain" for "uain" is more serious than reading 
"goin*" for "going," "gonna" for "going to," or "wanna" for "want 
to." 

Teachers in time come to know their students well enough to be able 
to judge their reading performances in the broad contexts of their lives 
and environments. No single set of criteria will work for all children, ob- 
viously. It is the teacher's job — and a great challenge it is — to be able to 
2^zss the individual situations of all the students in the classroom and to 
work with all these students to help them overcome the specific stum- 
bling blocks that stand between them and the highest level of achieve- 
ment of which each is capable. 

HOW TO USE INFORMATION GAINED 
FROM ANALYSIS OF MISCUES 

Armed with an understanding of how to categorize miscues in oral 
reading, teachers can begin to classify the types of reading problems that 
many of their students have. They can also make certain broad decisions 
about which students have reading problems that may legitimately 
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handicap them and which students, even though they make miscues, de- 
rive the basic meaning from most of what they read and read it with suf- 
ficient speed and efficiency that they can be considered adequate read- 
ers. 

Gerard M. Ryan classifies miscues as quantitative or qualitative. He 
considers quantitative miscues to include "five major response categories, 
viz., substitutions, omissions, insertions, reversals and repetitions of an 
item or a group of items." His qualitative miscues are based upon 
graphic similarities, grammatical fimction, correction, syntactic accept- 
ability, semantic acceptability, and change in meaning (34). This classifi- 
cation, or one that individual teachers devise for their own situations, 
can be extremely usefiil in helping teachers to make an accurate assess- 
ment of what specific kinds of miscues their students are making. 

Yetta Goodman writes: "There is no question that certain types of 
miscues are of higher order than others; miscues of low order give way to 
miscues of higher order as children become more proficient readers. Mis- 
cues must not be looked upon as mistakes that are bad and should be 
eradicated but as oven behaviors which may unlock aspects of intellectu- 
al processing Miscues in reading give insight into the reading proc- 
ess" (35). But if miscues are to provide teachers with insights into the 
reading process, then teachers must have a sophisticated knowledge of 
how and why the student is miscuing. They must know when correction 
is appropriate and when it is not. 

Teachers must also seek to provide their students with ideas and con- 
cepts at their maturity lesrel as the process of teaching reading advances. 
Because tiiey are not dependent on reading skills, frequent discussion ac- 
tivities allow students wirli reading deficits to function in situations in 
which the)' can experience a feeling of success and accomplishment. This 
sense of accomplishment may encourage them to put forth the extra ef- 
fort necessary to become efficient readers. 
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Chapter 10 

DIALECTS AND EARLY 
READING INSTRUCTION 



Wc learned in the preceding chapter on miscue analysis that probably 
no efficient sustained reading, oral or silent, is wholly free from miscues. 
Using the least rather than the most information available to differenti- 
ate one word from another leads to efficient reading habits; it also makes 
miscues inevitable. Written English is, in itself, a unique dialea, quite 
different in many particulars from any form of spoken English. English 
written in the so-called Standard Dialect, however, bears closer resem- 
blances to spoken language of the same dialect than it does to, let us say, 
southern dialect. New England dialect, or any other dialea of English. 
These resemblances are true at both the letter-sound (graphemic-phone- 
mic) and syntactic levek. 

DIALECTS AND STATUS 

Linguists have amply demonstrated that all the established dialects 
they have studied follow consistent patterns, no matter how much at 
variance such patterns might be with those found in the version of the 
mother language spoken by those who control society (1). They contend 
that every language, as well as every dialect of language, meets the com- 
munication needs of the group using it. Whatever the controlling class 
speaks comes to be viewed as standard. As power shifts, fashions change. 
For example, French was the polite language in England from the time 
of the Noiman conquest until some two or three centuries later; English 
was held in low regard, as were those who spoke it. 

The election of John Kennedy to the presidency added status to a New 
England dialect, which was already well accepted because that region of 
the country has provided many of our nation's leaders. The aura sur- 
rounding the New England dialect is an aura of power. 

Jimmy Carter's rise to the presidency caused many people to have a 
more toleiant attitude than was common a quarter of a century ago to- 
ward the southern dialect commonly used in rural Georgia. British En- 
glish, which is as deviant from the Network Standard Dialect of the 
United States as Black English is, is favorably received by most Ameri- 
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cans for so complex a variety of psychological and social reasons that to 
chart them in any exhaustive way would be difficult. 

It is interesting to note that in London or Leeds or Liverpool, the Scot- 
tish dialect stigmatizes its users just as Black dialect can stigmatize its us- 
ers in some white middle-class environments in the United States. The 
same Americans who show a negative emotional reaction to Black dialect 
might be diarmed by the very Scottish dialect that makes a proper Lon- 
doner cringe. Such reactions are not usually logical, although some histo- 
ry usually exists to account for them, and this history often reaches far 
back into ill-remembered time. We all carry with us language prejudices, 
both pro and con, that we cannot begin to understand— or even, in 
some cases, to recognize. 

THE KING CASE 

The case of Martin Luther King Junior Elementary School Children et 
d. V. Ann Arbor School District Board has considerable relevance for all 
speakers of major dialects in the United States. This action was brought 
against the Ann Arbor School Board by 11 Black elementary school chil- 
dren who contended that they were not being provided equal opportuni- 
ty to learn because the people teaching them did not know enough 
about their dialect. Black English, to provide them with the means of 
learning Standard English and the basic communication skills society de- 
mands. The complaint read in part: **This case is not an effort on the 
part of the plaintiffs to require that they be taught *black English' or 
that their instruction throughout their schooling be in *black English,' or 
that a dual language program be provided It is a straightforward ef- 
fort to require the court to intervene on the children's behalf to require 
the defendant School District Board to take the appropriate action to 
teach them to read in the standard English of the school, the commercial 
world, the arts, science, and professions" (2). 

The plaintiffs' case was supported by an impressive array of expert wit- 
nesses that included Daniel Fader, Geneva Smitherman, William Labov, 
J. L. Dillaid, Ronald Edmonds, Richard Bailey, and numerous other lin- 
guists and educators, all of whom substantiated the ^^idity of viewing 
Black English as a systematic dialect about which specific linguistic gen- 
eralizations can be made. A summary of these generalizations is pub- 
lished in the decision (3). 

The court ultimately found that the defendant school district had a re- 
sponsibility to provide its teachers with training in Black English so that 
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they might better understand the language backgrounds of the plain- 
tiffs, thereby enabling them to teach these children basic communication 
skills— reading, in particular— more effectively. The disuict was ordered 
to make provision for in-service uaining of its teachers in the dialect of 
the plaintiffs. 

The King case is important because it establishes legally the fact that 
Black English is a systematic language system and that students who are 
uught by teachers ignorant of this system are denied the equal ueatment 
that the Constitution guarantees them. The case, of course, has broad 
implications for speakers of all dialects, not just of Black English. 



BLACK DIALECT 

Linguists have long realized that Black English is a legitimate and sys- 
tematic form of the English language, and the King case certainly dem- 
onsuatcs the validity of this judgment in no uncertain terms. The valid 
grammatical generalizations that were made in the court decision about 
its structure, conventions, and use echoed much that linguists like La- 
bov, Smitherman, and Dillard had been writing for years (4). Among 
these generalizations are the following: 

1. Omission of -j in possessives: That is my sister book. Where Mary 
car at? 

2. Regularization of third person singular: That dude run real fast. 
Do he have my check? 

3. Regularization of sttong verbs: throwed for threw, have did for 
have done. 

4. Dropping of -j after a plural marker: Hey, Ollie, can I have ten 
cent? Those (Dose) three dude be crazy. In the second example, 
notice the double plural markers. Those and three. Also note that 
Standard Dialect omits the plural -s in some situations: / want a 
ten cent candy bar. Do you havs a fifty cent piece? but not in oth- 
ers: Give me fifty cents. 

5. Omission of terminal -ed in the past tense: Lawdy, I cook all day 
last Sunday. I fix that screen door yesterday. Again, note the 
avoidance of redundancy. 

6. Rendering of the conditional indirect question: Alice ask can she 
come to the party, not Alice asked if she could come to the party. 



'in 

Hi 



7. Use of the be copula rather than is\ I be here every day till closing 
time. The copula may also be omitted (deleted zero form), but 
this is done only where Standard English would use a conuaction. 
Black English may use the contraction, but it more often omits the 
copula: He's going home may be rendered as it stands, but more 
usually in Black English it will be rendered He goin* home or He 
be goin' home. The deletion never occurs in instances where Stan- 
dard English cannot accommodate a contraction: / don't know 
where he is cannot, in Standard English, be / don't know where 
he's; hence, in Black English it would consistently be rendered / 
don't know where he at or / don 't know where he be (5). 

8. Omission of the copula: Where John brother at? There (Dere) my 
house. Man, you in my seat. 

9. Dropping of prefixes: 'til for until; 'zausted for exhausted; 'spired 
for inspired. 

10. Omissioi) of final consonants k, p, and / preceded by s: desk, 
pest, and lisp become des', pes', and lis'. 

11. Substitution of /f/ for /th/ in words like with (wif) and teeth 
(teef). 

12. Substitution of /d/ or /t/ for initial /th/: dere for there; does for 
^iose; trew for through or threw (6). 

13. Subject reiteration: Jessie, she come to see me. My mama, she a 
big lady. Mary car, it won ' go.- 

The foregoing usages are standard within the dialect context in which 
they occur. This does not make them acceptable in or appropriate to all 
situations; however, linguistically speaking, they are neither correct nor 
incorrect. They fulfill the criterion of intelligibility to other speakers of 
the same dialect. They permit communication. Any judgments about 
their correctness would necessarily be social rather than linguistic. While 
social judgments cannot be ignored, neither can they be permitted to 
cloud the situation in planning early language learning experiences such 
as initial reading instruction. 

COMMON SENSE WOULD TELL YOU 

G>mmon sense suggests that in the early stages of reading instruction, 
children whose dialects are dramatically different from the Standard Eng- 
lish used in the materials they arc expected to read might learn much 
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more effectively from early reading materials in their own dialects. Writ- 
ten English is, after all, a dialectal variant of spoken English. It seems 
reasonable to assume that children who have to deal with the inherent 
dialectal variations between Standard English and both the English they 
are most used to hearing at home and the English they themselves speak 
/ embark upon their initial reading experiences with a double dis- 
advantage. 

linguists Joan Baratz, Roger W. Shuy, and William A. Stewart re- 
fleeted on this problem, as did many of their colleagues, and made a 
persuasive case for the use of dialect readers for Black students in the pri- 
mary grades; that is, they wanted to make available beginning textbooks 
in reading that present the same story in both the Black dialect and 
Standard English. Judy Schwartz reports, "The first practical application 
of this approach occurred earlier, in I968, when the Board of Education 
of the City of Chicago published a series of experimental readers in 
which half of the content was written in Black dialect" (7). A year later, 
J. Steptoe published Stevie (8), the basic text of which is in Standard 
English but the dialogue of which is ?J1 in Black dialect. By the next 
year, die Education Study Center had published three dialect readers (9) 
in which stories were presented in Black dialect and Standard English. 
The stories were identical in every particular except the text. Ollie reads: 
"Here go Ollie. /Ollie have a big family. /He have three sisters. /A sister 
name Brenda." The control volume reads: "This is Ollie. /Ollie has a 
big family. /He has three sisters. /A sister named Brenda, " 

Common sense once had people convinced that the earth was flat, 
that the universe was geocentric, and that people couid never leave the 
environment of their own planet. We have lived to see all these com- 
mon-sense hypotheses disproved. It is now clear that the common-sense 
idea of using Black dialect readers to teach reading to students who 
speak Black dialect has been abandoned, even though the linguistic hy- 
potheses on which the theory rested were appealing and, to many educa- 
tors, acceptable. 

But before we discuss the research that has tested this hypothesis, let 
us consider public reaction to the introduction of dialect readers. 

THE PUBLIC OUTCRY AGAINST DIALECT READERS 

Emotions ran high in areas where Black dialect readers were used for 
initial reading instruction. Most negative reactions to dialect readers 
came from people who had little or no formal exposure to linguistic the- 
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ory so their objections were based upon something other than linguistic 
considerations. Schwartz conducted a revealing attitudinal survey that fo- 
cused on the reception of Black dialect materials by a sampling of 69 
people categorized by occupation, race, and socioeconomic status (SES). 
She hypothesized that (1) those expressing favorable attitudes would be 
teachers and other education-related professionals, as well as white re- 
spondents of average socioeconomic status; and (2) those expressing unfa- 
vorable opinions would be nonprofessionals. Blacks, and those of low so- 
cioeconomic status (10). 

Although the Schwartz study found that "the use of Black dialect ma- 
terials for beginning reading instruction, especially as a transitional me- 
dium and when used in conjunction with standard dialect materials, is 
perceived positively by both Black and white people" (11), the research- 
ers elicited some distinctly negative responses from the respondents: 
"Good English is good English, and bad English is bad English, no mat- 
ter who is speaking it. TTiere is no such thing as Black language." 
Schwartz writes: "Most respondents, regardless of category of occupa- 
tion, race, and SES, demonstrated an incomplete or inaccurate under- 
standing of Black dialect. Among the temls used to describe it were: 
broken English, the wrong way, incorrect, not proper, slang, bad En- 
glish, play talk. One Black paraprofessional characterized Black English 
as *. . . a short easy way out' " (12). Certainly the responses suggest that 
people have little knowledge of the linguistic status of Black English— 
and probably of most other dialects of English. They are judgmental in 
ways that linguists are not. 

Perhaps those most troubled by Black dialect materials were Black par- 
ents, many of whom felt that the future hope for their children depend- 
ed on their being educated in the same way as members of mainstream 
American society so that they would ultimately have upward social mo- 
bility within the context of mainsueam America. Reading the King case 
makes one aware that the plaintiffs' parents shared the views of many 
Black parents who spoke against the use of dialect readers in schools. 

Speaking of dialect materials, Schwartz reports: "Almost as quickly as 
they appeared . . . they vanished from the scene usually in the midst of a 
heated debate in which the move to use such readers was characterized as 
an attempt at racial stereotyping. Typically, the strongest opponents 
were middle-class Blacks" (13). 

Dorothy S. Strickland voiced strenuous objections to the use of dialect 
materials for a number of reasons, one of which was that "Most Black 
parents object to the use of such books as initial instructional materials 
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for reading.** She worried diat the continued use of such materials 
threatened "the potential erosion of school/community relations and the 
resultant disruption hi the learning process which would follow** (14). 
William A. Stcwan answers this objection by saying.. "It is difficult- lor 
me to see ... especially given the attitudinal and cultural autonomy of 
lower-class Black children vis-a-vis their parents, how parental hostility to 
any particular teaching strategy could offset whatever in-scl^iool pedagogi- 
cal advantages the teaching strategy might have** (15). This statement 
apprxently overlooks the structure of the Black family. It suggests to this 
writer that Stewart would give the schools totalitarian powers to teach 
students as and what they like if, in the school *s eyes, learning would 
proceed from doing so. The voices of parents, it seems he is suggesting, 
should not be heeded. 

Strickland also expresses an understandable concern about Black dia- 
lect readers because there is not a single Black dialect "which all Biack 
disadvantaged children speak** (16). She is not opposed to urging dialect 
materials in classrooms, but she suggests that initial reading materials be 

"bajsed on the individual child*s own language Personal experience 

stories using the child*s dictation as the content and the teacher as scribe 
can serve as an important tool for introducing reading** (17). 

Such an exercise might be taken one step further. Teachers or other 
students might translate such stories "the way Johnny or Mary or Sandra 
or Mark would tell them.** In classes that are racially and culturally di- 
verse, this sort of exercise is enormously valuable because it involves stu- 
dents in working with point of view, with language and syntactic variety, 
and with authentic revising, one of the most sophisticated and produc- 
tive forms of which is that of preparing a story for a different audience 
than that for which it was originally written. 

DO DIALECT READERS HELP STUDENTS? 

Research on the effectiveness of dialect readers is still insufficient to 
support any sweeping generalizations about their overall usefulness to di- 
alect speakers who are learning to read. As was noted in the preceding 
chapter, a passive understanding of Standard English appears to be aH 
that dialect speakers need in order to learn how to read. While acknowl- 
edging the difference between Standard English and Black English, Jane 
Tortey concludes: "The difference in phonology between Standard En- 
glish and Black English is not directly relevant to reading. All children 
who learn to read English have to break a fairly complex code of sound- 
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spelling relationships. The fact that the correspondences are different for 
speakers of Afro-American does not in itself prove that they are more 
difficult than for standard speakers" (18). Torrey's thesis is **that the 
functional aspects of language have more serious implications for illitera- 
cy than the structural ones." She goes on, '*A passive understanding of 
standard dialect should suffice for purposes of learning to read, even if a 
given child never learns to use the standard forms of speech'' (19). 

It should be remembered, for example, that most southern students 
entering school are exposed to reading materials in a dialect other than 
their natural one, yet their passive understanding of the version of Eng- 
lish found in their initial reading materials is sufficient to enable them 
to read the materials at hand. This writer is aware of no serious sugges- 
tions that initial reading materials be prepared in southern, midwestem, 
or New England dialect, and the absence of such suggestions stems from 
the fact that it has long been recognized that students speaking such dia- 
lects can make the transfer to the language of their initial readers be- 
cause their passive understandii*g of Standard English is sufficient to per- 
mit this transfer (20). 

Herbert D. Simons and Kenneth R. Johnson (the latter a native speak- 
er of Black English) report on a research study of 67 second and third 
grade Black children in Oakland, California, all of whom were users of 
some form of the Black English dialect. The study considers many aspects 
of dialect interference in early reading experiences. Although this study 
deals with too small a sample to be viewed as conclusive, it "provides no 
evidence that second and third grade dialect-speaking Black children 
read dialect texts any better than they read standard texts" (21). This 
single conclusion, the most important one the researchers reach in the 
study, flies i.i the face of what many prominent linguists have believed 
and mns quite contrary to what this writer would have expected such re- 
search to reveal. It is clear that the need exists for more research of this 
kind and that it should involve a larger and more diverge sampling. Si- 
mons and Johnson's materials provide a significant initial step, and their 
findings are important. 

RECOGNIZING THE LANGUAGE ABILITIES 
OF DIALECT SPEAKERS 

Researchers have asked whether disadvantaged dialect speakers begin 
school with sufficient command of oral language to make initial reading 
instruction feasible for them. Martin Deutsch contended in 1963 that 
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failure in reading among disadvantaged children is atuibutable to their 
having had insiiEGcient experiences with vocabulary and syntax (22), 
Some years later, S. Engelmann contended that the average child from a 
low socioeconomic background has no linguistic concepts and cannot un- 
derstand the meaning of common words (23). More recently, Christo- 
pher Clausen has written, contrary to much that recent research has re- 
vealed about language: **By any reasonable measure. Standard English 
gives its users the resources for a broader range of conmiunication, 
whether informational or emotional [than a dialect does]. The standard 
language has a larger vocabulary and more varied structures than any dia- 
lect" (24). 

One might argue conversely that, because they have a passive under- 
sunding of Standard English and an active understanding of their own 
dialects, dialect speakers, panicularly Black dialect speakers, have a 
broader vocabulary range and a greater variety of syntactic stmctures 
available to thc-n, passively at least, than do speakers of so-called Net- 
work Standard. One might also quarrel with Clausen whose argument, if 
logically extended, would necessarily conclude, for example, that stan- 
dard Arabic is inferior to Standard English because it lacks some of the 
constmctions, such as the past conditional, that all ciialects of English 
contain. Such an argument could also lead to the conclusion that mod- 
em Russian, Polish, and Lithuanian are superior to Standard English bc- 
ausc these languages have a more inuicatc case structure for nouns and 
pronouns and a more highly developed system of verbal aspects than 
English can boast. Obviously, such an argument is not linguistically ''c- 
ceptable any more than Clausen's argument appears to be. Judgments 
like these are not valid and grow out of prejudice, gut feelings, and a 
misunderstanding of available linguistic data. They obscure rather than 
enlighten. They are elitist in nature and reveal a distressing lack of his- 
torical perspective in the view of language they present. 

An unfortunate aspect of so much that has been written about the dif- 
ferences between Standard English and Black English is that it assumes 
Standard English as the model and, as such, as superior, which makes 
any argument that might follow specious, if not downright invalid. It 
seems to matter little whether the writers are white or Black; many of 
them make value judgments that have no place in any serious inquiry 
into the matter of how speakers of a dialect can best be taught the lan- 
guage skills, including reading, that will enable them to function ade- 
quately in their society. 

Beatrice K. Levy reports on a research project she conducted with a 
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group of 20 first grade students from the Brownsville section of New 
York City. All the subjects were Black, and ail were from families of low 
socioeconomic status. Levy sought to test these children in three areas af- 
fecting language: vocabulary, (2) the mean lengtli of T-units 
(thought units], and (3) three structures within T-units" (25). 

Levy compared her findings with those of Roy C. O'Donnell, William 
J. Griffin, and Raymond G. Norris who made a similar survey of white, 
middle-class children of the same general age group and grade place- 
ment (26). In comparing the average T-units, she found no significant 
difference: the Brownsville students produced 3,449 T-units that were 
used in the research, and the average length was 7.03 words (27), as op- 
posed to the 7.97 words of the white, middle-class first graders (28). 
Levy also discovered that the Brownsville first graders used a total num- 
ber of words ranging from 631 to 3,956 (with a mean of 1,524) and that 
the number of different words that they used ranged from 1,187 to 533 
(mean 1,336). From these dau, she concluded ''that none of the chil- 
dren can reasonably be described as nonverbal" (29). 

The following conclusions in the Levy study are the most important 
for teachers of reading at the primary level: ''The findings here indicated 
that, insofar as oral language knowledge is related to learning reading, 
the population represented by the subjects has adequate language skills. 
There was no evidence that the children are too deficient in linguistic 
abilities to learn to decode words and comprehend written communica- 
tion" (30). 

Every child who enters primary school does so with a well-developcd 
background in language and linguistic structures. It is on this back- 
ground that effective instruction can and must be modeled. Teachers 
who know how to make the most of their students' backgrounds become 
mor^ aware of student abilities than of student deficits, and the learning 
process will thus be facilitated. 



HOW DO TEACHERS FEEL ABOUT SPEAKERS OF DIALECTS? 

Teachers' attitudes toward their students, particularly in the early 
grades, have long been considered influential in the personal and aca- 
demic development of students. Recent research appears to substantiate 
the fact that the attitudes of teachers are all-important in instructional 
situations (31). Teacher attitudes of acccpi^ce and caring toward stu- 
dents or toward things that students do help to promote an atmosi)here 
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conducive to learning. It is ixnponant for teachers to realize that reflect- 
ing such attitudes, especially during early learning encounters in which 
young children may take personally the correction of a mispronounced 
word or of some untoward behavior, can be crucial to the success of 
many young students. 

It is important initially for teachers to let students know, "I like you 
and rcspea you as a person. If I seek to correct someting^ diat you are do- 
ing, this does not change my feeling for you. I hope th^: you like and 
respect me as a person. But if I say today is Tuesday and you are sure 
that it is Wednesday, I want you to correct me. This will not mean that 
you like me or respect me any less, will k?" 

Brown writes, "If the teacher is concerned only with the 'correcmcss* 
of the child's speech and not his perceptions, and attempts to force him 
into a system not his own (negating his system all the time), the child 
becomes alienated from the teacher and the culture the teacher rcorc- 
sents" (32). 

The Simons-Johnson study reaches a simil?j conclusion: "The authors' 
observations in many urban schools and their work with teachers of Black 
dialect speaking children suggest that & , teachers' handling of dialect 
during reading instruction is a very important factor in Black children's 
poor reading performance" (33)- 

Teachers carinot always foresee the impact that some of their actions 
may have on impressionable youngsters, panicularly in the very early 
grades. Annabel Bixby surveyed 18 adults who had been her kindergar- 
ten students 20 years earlier. Most of them spoke favorably of their kin- 
dergarten experience, devoid as it was of formality and competition for 
grades. However, she reports: "Many described incidents that occurred 
in primary grades that probably seemed trivial to their teachers but to 
these students seemed important. Some described times when teachers 
either hurt thi^ir feelings, humiliated them in front of classmates, or were 
U5ifair to them— small incidents that loomed large in their memories- 
Negative experiences with teachers were mostly vividly recalled and de- 
t^bedfrom their early school years, while few reported such experiences 
in later school life'' (34). 

If leariiing occurs best in supportive environments, as most research 
indicates it docs, then it is professionally incumbent upon primary teach- 
ers to provide every student with the kind of support that will motivate 
and enhance learning. Teachers can easily activate the "off-switch" in 
these early years, panicularly if the child's use of language becomes the 
constant target of correction and, in her or his eyes, perhaps ridicule. 
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Teachers need to realize that just as they affect students, students af- 
fect them. All teaching involves interaction, and mature teachers will at- 
tempt to analyze their own reactions intelligently and fairly. Philip C. 
Schlechty and Helen E. Atwood write, "the quality and quantity of 
teacher interaction seem to be induenced by such factors as student sex, 
teacher perceptions of student achievement, and even a student's physi- 
cal location in the classroom" (35). Some teachers may be unaware that 
factors of this kind enter into classroom interaction. Knowledge and 
awareness of such reactions can lead to improved teacher/student rela- 
tions. 

Teachers need to have a realistic view of their own tolerances or 
thresholds and to work at expanding these tolerances or thresholds as 
they mature in the profession. For example, some teachers are possessive 
of their space and do not like to have it intruded upon. Such teachers 
may make subconscious judgments about students who have a different 
space concept than theirs, students who like to be physically close and to 
touch. A judgment based on this sort of reaction is usually masked: 
''Johnny can't sit still" or ''Susie can't seem to follow directions." Many 
experienced teachers cannot admit to themselves the reasons they react to 
some students as they do. 

Labov writes: "The essential fallacy of the verbal-deprivation theory 
lies in tracing the educational failure of the child to his personal defi- 
ciencies. At present, these deficiencies are said to be caused by his home 
environment. It is uaditional to explain a child's failure in school by his 
inadequacy; but when failure reaches such massive proportions, it seems 
necessary to look at the social and cultural obstacles to learning and the 
inability of the school to adjust to the social situation" (36). 

Torrey addresses primary school teachers particularly when she writes: 
"Children in the lower grades commonly accept a teacher as a kind of 
substitute mother. Teachers make use of this attitude in motivating and 
teaching. However, no such mother-child relationship can be established 
with someone who cannot accept the other person and his ways as legiti- 
mate" (37). Her contentions are particularly compelling in the light of a 
recent research study by Barbara J. Shade that reviews the characteristic 
traits of Black children who are achievers. Among the generalizations this 
research report reaches is that "Black achievers, for the most part, come 
from families whose occupational level might be categorized as upper- 
lower class and above" (38). The study, not surprisingly in light of the 
findings of Labov's studies (39), "indicates that the majority of Black ac- 
ademic achievers are female." But most important for teachers to re- 
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member is the ha that "While it is generally noted that tiere is little 
difference between the males and females in intelligence, girk have been 
found to be identified as gifted at a 2:1 ratio" (40). 

Perhaps the most surprising finding in the Shade research is that "one 
of the most baffling characteristics of Black achievers is their apparent 
ability to induce negative reactions from their teachers." Shade contin- 
ues, "Although Black girls seem to obain a more favorable response 
from teachers than do Black males, in general Black achievers, regardless 
of sex, are found to be objects of rejection by teachers" (41). And then 
Shade specifics the bases of her conclusions: "Black gifted achievers were 
found to receive less attention, to be least praised, and to be most aiti- 
cized in a classroom—even when compared to their nonachieving and 
nongiftcd Black counterparts" (42), which says volumes about the ste- 
reotyping of Black students by teachers— not all of whom are white. 

Shade contends, "Black students respond best to teachers who are 
warm, interested, child-oriented, and have high expectations of stu- 
dents" (43). Nearly everything written about the education of Black stu- 
dents would suppoi. ^his statement. Nicholas J. Anastasiow and Michael 
L. Hanes, for example, write, "Our position is that the cultural variables 
in the poverty child's ability to learn to read are his intelligence, his abil- 
ity to comprehend language as it is spoken in school, and the teacher's 
acceptance of the child's dialecf (44). The acceptance of a child's dia- 
lect and the acceptance of that child are very closely linked in the early 
grades— at least in the mind of the child. 

In his report of 1966, James S. Coleman states that better physical fa- 
cilities and better materials are not the answer to the learning problems 
of minority students nearly so much as good teachers are (45). What 
G)leman suggests calls for greater objective self-assessment and sufficient 
education in dialeaology and in the sociology of race and culture to dis- 
pel many of the attitudinal barriers that currently affect the learning of 
dialect-speaking minority students. 



HOW TO GET STARTED 

Most teachers want to be effective. Some, however, do not know what 
steps to take initially to help them deal with students who are very much 
different from themselves. The following suggestions may help teachers 
who wish to deal more effectively and productively with students whose 
backgrounds are different from their own: 
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1. Lcam as much as you can about the dialect(s) your students speak. 
[See the list of some characteristics of Black English that appears 
earlier in this chapter.] 

2. Respect your students' dialects and their right to use them. 

3. Lcam to differentiate between a real error in oral reading and a 
translation from what is written to the dialect of the reader. 

4. Respect what your students say and write [for what they have said 
or written as much as for the way it is expressed]. 

5. Avoid making judgments about students' intellect based largely 
upon how they express themselves. 

6. Let your language be a model for your students without allowing 
it to be a wall which separates you from them. 

7. Work to expand your students' language bases by having them lis- 
ten to records or view films which represent a variety of language 
situations. 

8. Work to expand your students' experiential bases by exposing 
them to the community and by bringing into the classroom local 
citizens from various walks of life. 

9. Demonsttatc to your students that you value them and are as will- 
ing to learn from them as you hope they are to learn from you. 
(46) 
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Chapter 11 

THE PROS AND CONS 
OF BASAL READERS 



BASAL READERS DEFINED 



Basal readers or, as they have recently been designated by some pub- 
lishers, * 'reading systems" come in series by grade levels. They are sets of 
basic reading books, usually attractively illustrated, designed in most 
cases for use in grades one through eight. Sets of basal readers are accom- 
panied by detailed teacher's manuals and by workbooks for student use. 
Their chief appeals are that they are sequential and that teachers with 
limited backgrounds in the teaching of reading can use them easily and 
successfully for initial instruction. Nila Banton Smith, although not 
blind to some of the limitations of basal readers, notes, "Vocabulary is 
carefully controlled from book to book, and sequential and balanced 
skill development programs are provided" (1). 

The basal readers used in grade one are crucial because they will pro- 
vide most children with their first exposure to formal reading instruction. 
The first grade materiak will generally include a reading readiness work- 
book, a number of preprimers, a primer, and an initial reader, although 
some recent series have altered these traditional designations. At this lev- 
el teachers are usually provided with other materials to use with students 
who are learning to read. The first half dozen stories in the first preprim- 
er may be reproduced in the form of a large book, about two feet wide 
and three feet high, for use with the whole class. Pictures and cards con- 
taining letters, words, and phrases, along with a holder for such cards, 
are also a part of the typical basal reading package that schook buy for 
their first grades. Some packages have all sorts of supplementary reading 
materials for each level, along with such mediated materials as computer 
programs, filmstrips, audio cassettes, and records related to the readings 
and to the reinforcement of the skills stressed in the readings. Basal read- 
ers usually give their most concentrated and continuous attention to the 
skilk of vocabulary development, word attack, and comprehension. 

SOME STRENGTHS IN BASAL READERS 

So entrenched has the use of basal readers been over the past half cen- 
tury that they must obviously be appealing to teachers and administra- 
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tors, and many children using them must be demonstrating signs of suc- 
cess in learning to read. Even before the publication of the Elson-Gray 
Readers around 1930, a type of basal reader, the McGuffey Readers, had 
been a mainstay in American education for nearly a century. Between 
1836 and 1890, a staggering 107 million copies of die McGuffey Readers 
were sold (2), and their impact on American education was great. 

Wilma H. Miller applauds the eclectic approach that basal readers en- 
courage. She also points to the organization of such readers as assets: 
* 'Although there are considerable differences between various basal read- 
er series, the materials used in this approach do not emphasize any single 
reading skill at the expense of other reading skills. For example, all the 
word identificarion techniques from sight word recognition, phonic anal- 
ysis, structural analysis, and contextual analysis are suessed from the ini- 
rial stages of reading instrucrion" (3). She contends that "contemporary 
basal rc(? ders are now emphasizing materials from the content areas of so- 
cial studies, science, and mathematics much more than was done in the 
past" (4). 

In a recent survey, 25 teachers from grades one through five pointed 
to the following suengths in basal readers: 

• Logical sequence of skills presented 

• Easily identifiable storylines 

O Variety of children's literature presented 

• Increasing difficulty of stories in terms of readability 

• Increasing difficulty of stories in terms of density of concepts 

• Controlled vocabulary 

• Convenience of having the same book for each child at a given 
reading level 

• Prerontation of comprehension and word analysis techniques. (5) 

This list indicates that basal readers give teachers a sense of security 
and direction. It also suggests that not all teachers object to a teaching 
method that would seem to some people to be a lockstep method. This 
implicarion is probably not because teachers are willing to teach in a 
lockstep way but rather because good teachers enhance the basic materi- 
als with which they are working and thereby keep them from being lock- 
step. 

Maryann Murphy Manning and Gary Manning say, ''If basals are used 
in a middle school remedial reading program,, they should not be fol- 
lowed page by page with accompanying workbooks" (6). What the Man- 
nings suggest for middle school remedial classes is probably good advice 



125 



EMC 



127 



as well for elementary school teachers who are using basal readers. Such 
readers can provide some excellent material for teachers, offering more 
variety than they can easily find in other sources, but these books should 
be used as the resources they are, not as textbooks to be taught from cov- 
er to cover. 

SOME UMITATIONS IN BASAL READERS 

The group of teachers cited above has also identified some of the 
weaknesses of basal readers, and their estimations concur with those of 
many writers and researchers in the field: 

• The story content is sometimes irrelevant to the readers' back- 
grounds. 

• The story content is not matched to individual students' interests. 

• Word analysis and comprehension skills are not fully developed. 

• Too few opportunities are provided to apply word analysis and 
comprehension skills. 

• The vocabulary is too conttolled. 

• Stories on current topics are insufficient. 

• Individual skill needs are not met. (7) 

Complaints like these are quite widespread, and Dolores Durkin, in a 
survey of the teacher's manuals of five basal readuig series, found that 
perhaps part of the problem lay in the manuals themselves. Teachers will 
tend to stress what the manuals suess, and the lack of specific instruction 
on how to teach comprehension, for example, shows quite tellingly in 
the Durkin study: **0f the 11,587 minutes of observation [that Durkin 
took part in] during reading periods, only 45 minutes were spent on 
comprehension instruction. The 45 minutes were divided among twelve 
separate episodes, which means that the average length of an instance of 
comprehension was only 3.75 minutes" (8). Possibly the basal readers 
themselves are less in need of drastic revision than are the manuals that 
accompany them. 

Durkin faults the teacher's manuals for not offering enough guidance 
to teachers about how to acquaint students with the vocabulary they will 
need in order to understand language and how it operates. Shane Tem- 
pleton speaks of the metalinguistics of reading and identifies such words 
as word, letter, sound, and sentence as parts of the metalanguage that 
teachers will have to teach some students before fruitful work can be 
done in the language arts classroom (9). Templeton writes, **The lan- 
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guagc of instruction in reading is a metalanguage, and this explains the 
inability of many children to discriminate among word parts or to 'blend 
sounds together'— they have not yet Icamed the metalanguage" (10). 

Any major publishing company that offers a basal reading program 
has done considerable field research before embarking on an undertaking 
that has such significant economic implications for the company as the 
marketing of a basal series has. Such companies are careful to select 
highly knowledgeable reading specialists to compose and compile the 
books in the series. Because such books must be acceptable to large, di- 
verse constituencies, they generally avoid glaring conuoversy and project 
the smiling aspects of life. 

Herein lies a major weakness in such books. Often they are vapid, un- 
interesting, unrcalistically optimistic, and, even in our time— despite ef- 
forts to reflect our society's great ethnic diversity — representative of the 
value system of white middle-class America. Bruno Bettelheim and Ka- 
ren Zclan find that although dark-skirmed children have begun to ap- 
pear on the covers and in some of the pictures in basal readers, they "all 
remain nameless and are not mentioned in any of the stories. It is as if in 
these preprimers minority children have an existence only in the back- 
ground, as a foil for what goes on in the lives of the white protagonists'* 
(11). Eflforts to bring the materials in basal readers more into the context 
of contemporary society have not been overwhelmingly successftil, al- 
though some progress has been made. 

Bettelheim and Zelan complain about the vapid selections found in 
most basal readers, and they also point out that these readers do not take 
into account sufficiently the psychology of the children who will be using 
them. They note that in a commonly used series, for example, the com- 
mand "Come here!" is repeated 24 times in 177 lines of text, most of 
these lines being only three or four words long, and that the simpler 
command "Come," or related statements, appears 43 times. They ar- 
gue, "Children typically hate to be told what to do, and they particular- 
ly hate the order, 'Come here!'" (12) Bettelheim and Zelan object to 
most readers because they condescend to children, treat them like idiots, 
and do not cause them to reach toward high intellectual goals. 

Their conjectures are supported by the research of William Schmidt 
and others who have analyzed 38 basal textbooks commonly used in sec- 
ond, third, and fourth grades to determine their content. In the process, 
they segmented content into subject matter (knowing that), functional 
(knowing how), and ethos (knowing to) — that is, knowledge of facts, 
skills, and proper actions. They have found that in the 1,959 selections 
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they reviewed, 57.7 percent have subject matter content, 29.1 percent 
have functional content, and 12.3 percent have ethos content. Of the se- 
lections reviewed, 4 percent have content in all three areas, and 16 per- 
cent contain content in more than one area (13). 

These findings suggest that publishers of basal readers need to pay 
much more attention to adjusting the content of basal readers for today's 
youth who have developed sophisticated expectations of literature 
through their exposure to television and films while they are still at the 
prercading stage of their development. 

THE LANGUAGE OF BASAL READERS 

The language of most basal readers (with the exception of such highly 
controversial dialect readers as 0//fV, Friends^ and Old Tales produced 
under the direction of William A. Stewart by the Education Study Cen- 
ter in Washington, D.C.) is Network Standard, a dialect quite distant 
and distinct from that to which typical first graders in today's schools are 
most frequently exposed in their daily lives. 

Another significant problem is that wide differences occur among the 
common vocabulary of basal readers. In I960, Helen Behn examined sev- 
en commonly used preprimers and primers and reported that one-third 
to one-half of the vocabulary found in each was found in the others. In 
the same year, Walter McHugh did a similar investigation of second and 
third grade basal readers and found that in this group two-thirds of the 
vocabulary was conmion in all of them (14). Obviously, although the 
problem is not so great in the upper grades, a significant problem still 
existed in the primary grades when these studies were done. The implica- 
tion of Behn's and McHugh's findings is that a school district has to 
commit itself to using one basal series in order not to place students at a 
disadvantage and expose them to a futile and frustrating reading experi- 
ence. 

Even though these studies were conducted in I960, more recent inves- 
tigations of new basal readers reach similar conclusions. Douglas P. Bar- 
nard and James DeGracie, writing in 1976, reveal that in the first grade 
books of the eight publishers whose residing systems they investigated, 
**a total of 1,778 different words [was] inuoduced in the new programs. 
Ac a specific level, about one- third of the words were common to two 
programs. When all words were considered aaoss all levels [readiness and 
preprimer through first reader] only 47 percent of the words were com- 
mon to two or more series" (15). 
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USING BASAL READERS IN A MOBILE SOCIETY 

A related problem of considerably more importance, because it is out- 
side the conuol of the school, is that of student mobility. American fam- 
aies are continually on the move; children who are exposed to one basal 
reading program in the first four or five months of first grade and who 
then move to a disuict in which another program is used, as often hap- 
pens, may all at once find it difficult to read material that is thought to 
be at their grade level. Also, school disuicts may find themselves locked 
into a costly basal reading program. If, after three or four years of using 
a set, districts decide that they want to adopt another reading program, 
they can do so only gradually because students who have gotten two or 
three years into one basal program cannot be easily moved inco anoth- 
er—nor should they be. 

DIFFERENCES IN VOCABULARY FROM READER TO READER 

Despite the maiiy improvements made in the basal reading systems 
that appeared in the 1970s, the commonality of vocabulary is such that a 
child who has been exposed, for example, to the Macmillan program 
would have been exposed to 234 of the 510 words inuoduced during the 
first year in the Houghton-Mifflin program, or to 235 of the 675 words 
introduced in the first year of the Scott, Foresman program (16). Leo V. 
Rod^rnbom and Earlene Washburn, writing about six basal series they ex- 
amined for vocabulary, conclude that "the variations in the vocabulary 
introduced in these six series indicate that it will be exceedingly difficult 
for children to move from one series to another during or at the end of 
the first grade" (17). They also express dismay— quite understandably in 
the light of tiieir findings— that some school districts allow multiple 
adoptions of basal programs. 

A LOCKSTEP APPROACH 

Perhaps the most serious objection of educators to basal reading in- 
struction is diat it is a lockstep method. Most people realize that children 
grow at different rates, that readiness comes to them at different times, 
and that girls in elementary school are usually more mature than boys. 
Everything points to the fact that individualized instruction is the most 
effective type to use widi beginning readers, each of whom must be en- 
couraged to begin reading when he or she is ready to do so and each of 
whom must be encouraged to progress at his or her own pace, which may 
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mean falling behind or leaping ahead of other students in the class (18). 
The basal reader, if it is used as directed by many teacher's manuals, re- 
quires the teacher to approach each lesson according to a specific se- 
quence: 

1. Creating interest and establishing motivation 

2. Presenution and study of words new ro the series 

3. Reading 

a. Directed silent reading 

b. Rereading and oral reading 

4. Skills development and practice 

5. Follow-up (usually workbook or ditto pages). (19) 

If teachers are forced to approach each selection in this manner, the 
pace is slow and the interest level of bright students may lag. Also, slow 
students for whom this approach is too fast may fall behind. The depen- 
dence on teacher direction weakness the program for students who are 
developing speedily. Lymaji G. Hunt correctly asserts, "Until a fledgling 
reader is able to propel himself through printed material without teacher 
direction, he is not a reader" (20). Because of his belief in the validity of 
this sutement. Hunt emphasizes the early need for more silent reading 
and for the sort of sustained silent reading of which mature readers must 
be capable. Possibly with the growing use of computer programs as sup- 
plements to basal readers, some of the problems of individualizing in- 
struction will be overcome. 

INDIVIDUALIZING INSTRUCTION 

Some producers of modern basal reading systems, recognizing the 
need for more individualization and for more flexibility within their sys- 
tem, have made efforts to provide teachers with materials that will en- 
courage a more individualized approach to reading instruction and will 
allow for varying rates of individual progress. One program, for example, 
is composed of six basic units, each of which has 50 children's books cov- 
ering a broad range of interest and ability levels— biographies, scientific 
books, adventure books, books about fantasy, and stories about boys and 
girls much like those who will be reading them. Each book contains sev- 
eral cards, each of which directs the reader to perform certain tasks relat- 
ed to the book, including activities concerned with vocabulary, details, 
and comprehension and suggested follow-up aruvitics. The tendency to 
build individualization into basal reading programs is promising, al- 
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though in most cases it is still less refined at the lower grade levels than 
at the higher ones. 

Among the more successful computer programs in reading are Micro- 
/J^^ (21) (grades 1-8), Pal Reading Curriculum (22) (grades 1-6), Read- 
ing Skills Courseware Series (23) (grades 1-6), Adventures of Oswald (24) 
(grades K-1), Cause and Effect (25) (grades 2-5), Computer Animated 
Reading Instruction System (26) (grades K-1), Context Clues (27) (grades 
2-5), Drawing Conclusions (28) (grades 2-5), Inference (29) (grades 2-5), 
Letter Recognition (30) (grades K-1), Magic Wand Books (31) (grades 1- 
4), Reading Is Fun (32) (grades 3-6), and Story Machine (33) (grades 1- 
3). These programs provide the kind of individualization of instruction 
that teachers have long been seeking. 

INCREASED VOCABULARY 

One promising aspect of some new basal programs is that they are in- 
troducing students to more ^extensive vocabularies, as well as to more so- 
phisticated grammatical structures, than were found in earlier series. The 
latter phenomenon may be attributable to the fact that in the last two 
decades, numerous highly competent linguists have turned their atten- 
tion to reading instruction. Arthur V. Olson's analysis in 1965 of the vo- 
cabulary used in seven basal reading series at the primary level revealed 
that the average number of words introduced to students during their 
first year of reading instruction was 324 (34). Barnard and DeGracie, do- 
ing a comparabk study 10 years later, found that the average number of 
new words introduced in eight of the new basal reading systems was 504 
(35). For whatever reason, there has been a 66-perccnt increase in the 
number of words taught. 

George D. Spache and Evelyn B. Spache reported in 1969 that of the 
basal readers then in common use, the cumulative vocabulary at the end 
of the first reader ranged, according to the program, from 230 to 475 
words (36). The comparative study of sue new basal readers that Roden- 
bom and Washburn did in 1974 (37) revealed increases in the cumula- 
tive vocabulary at the end of the first year at the lower end of the scale: 
the program that introduced the smallest number of new words (324) in- 
troduced almost 50 percent more words than the comparable book in the 
Spaches* investigation. But more significant is the fact that while the 
largest cumulative vocabulary noted in the Spaches* study was 475, the 
comparable figure in the Rodenborn-Washburn study was 675. 

The Bamard-DeGracie study, published in 1976, examined eight ma- 
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jor basal programs and presented even more encouraging data than did 
the Rodcnbom-Washbum study. Barnard and DeGracie found that the 
cumulative number of words introduced by the end of the first reader 
ranged firom a low of 440 to a high of 811, with the next highest pro- 
gram they analyzed introducing 6l4 words (38). 

The implications of this percentage gain are in themselves important. 
The broader the vocabulary range of initial reading materials, the more 
varied they can be and the more grammatically sophisticated they can 
become. However, another interesting finding in the Rodenbom-Wash- 
bum report is that*5l of the 298 common words found in the sbc basal 
readers examined are not found on the Harris-Jacobson List for First 
Grade (39). certainly suggesting that a broader range of relevant material 
is being presented in the new basal readers than was apparent in their 
predecessors. 

ARE BASAL READERS RELEVANT FOR TODAY'S STUDENTS? 

Basal readers have been attacked through the years for their irrele- 
vance to the lives of students. Fred Busch writes: "The bland, pollyanna- 
ish content found in most first grade reading texts not only stifles the 
growth process, but more importantly may communicate to the child 
that this [the growth process] must be something to be frightened of and 
avoided. Why else would the characters not show emotion that is nega- 
tive as well as positive, feel anxiety and pain, or experience conflicts?" 
(40). The problem Busch addresses here is a highly complex one, and it 
has not yet been overcome completely. However, the broadening of the 
vocabulary used in the first grade readers is a promising sign. Also, one 
cannot deny the validity of Terry Johnson's statement: "The last few 
years have seen a marked improvement in reading programmes with re- 
gard to content. Mori readers deal with city children, colored children, 
and children with problems." Johnson complains, though, that "literary 
merit is still lacking in the earliest readers" (41), and one might also add 
that it is in the earlier readers that the material is still the most unrealis- 
tic and vapid. 

Change does not come quickly, particularly to anything as large as a 
reading program. Publishers who gamble exuavagantly risk losing huge 
sums of money and seriously jeopardizing the economic futures of their 
compaiiies if they go too far afield in the basal series. Nevertheless, a 
sensitivity to social change is beginning to show itself in some areas of 
textbook publishing. 
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GENDER BIAS IN BASAL READERS 



Hiom^ R. Schncll and Judith Sweeney have conducted a limited 
study on sex role bias in ba^ readers and have reached some disturbing 
conclusions. In comparing the 1966 and 1971 editions of just one major 
basal reading program, they found that stories featuring boys had in- 
aeascd from 39.4 percent in 1966 to 51.2 percent in 1971, while stories 
featuring girls had dropped from 13.8 percent to 12.3 percent in the 
same period. They also found that illustrations showing boys had in- 
acascd from 36.2 percent to 70.3 percent, while illustrauons showing 
girls had dropped from 43.8 percent to 29.3 percent. All the statistics 
they cite indicate that women received less representation in the 1971 
edition than in the earlier edition, and panicularly that the imbalance 
was greater in the first grade than in other grades. It must be pointed 
out, however, that they examined just one series, albeit a frequently 
used one (42) — and that similar studies should be made on a broader 
scale. 

Another pcainent study in this area is that of Ignore J< Weitzman 
and Diane Rizzo (43). In 1974 they analyzed illustrations found in text- 
books used in average United States classrooms in grades one through sbc 
over a five-year period for their latent content about male and female 
behavior. Among their findings were the following: 

€ Females made up only 31 percent of the total illustrations, males 
69 percent. The percentage of illustrations showing females de- 
creased from lower grades to higher grades, whereas the percent- 
age of illustrations showing males increased. 

• A strong contrast was found between the activities of boys and 
girls. Boys were involved in action and adventure, in outdoor pur- 
suits; girls were found to be passive and indoors. 

• Differences in emotional expresson were noted. Girls were shown 
expressing a wider range of emotions than boys, who were shown 
controlling emotions— being strong and silent. 

• In the reading series, among all the story tides, boys were predom- 
inant in 102 stories; girls were featured in 33 stories in which they 
reinforced traditional female roles. Females predominated in two 
areas— as mean and evil characters (witches and villains) and as 
clumsy or stupid people or objects of jokes. 

Gender bias in basal readers seems to be moderating somewhat. Nev- 
ertheless, in a recent survey of how reading was depicted in five basal 
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scries, grades one through eight, Jackie L. Green-Wilder a*id Albert J. 
Kingston found that 123 males were depicted as readers whereas 101 fe- 
males were (44). Clearly, the latsiut content of many textbooks deserves 
further serious consideradon. 

THE DEPICTION OF THE ELDERLY IN BASAL READERS 

The 1980 census showed that 11.4 percent of all Americans are over 
65 years of age. Despite the greying of America, many children do not 
know any older people well In many cases, their grandparents are sull 
under 65 and are still working. Also, with the mobility of Americans* 
many live at substantial distances from older relatives and see them infre- 
quently. 

Literature provides young students, 80 to 95 percent of whom use bas- 
al readers, with a meanr of coming to know something about older peo- 
ple and to understand them. However, students whose chief reading is 
done in basal readers will have litde opportunity to meet the elderly in 
the pages of these books. A recent review by Judith K. Serra and Pose 
Lamb of four basal scries, grades one through six, reveals that 6.8 per- 
cent of the 1,036 stories reviewed included elderiy people (45). 

The researchers identified six basic categories in which the elderly were 
depicted in the readers they examined: "Childrea having a relationship 
with an elderly relative; elderly seen as wise and inspirational; elderly 
facing hurt, problems, or challenges; elderiy having a close relationship 
with an unrelated person; elderly seen as socially active; elderly seen as 
breaking male or female stereotypes" (46). Serra and Lamb agree that 
**some progress [has been made] in the areas of stories dealing with sick- 
ness, problems, and challenges of the aged, close retitiocskips with non- 
related elderiy, and breaking 'old* stereotypes" (47), but th<;y call ^or 
more stories that deal with elderly people who are socially active, m o 
break male/female stereotypes, and who deal with death more deeply 
than do the elderly in most of the selections they reviewed. 

Basically, however, the great need is simply for more selections that 
include the elderly. Serra and Lamb found a shockingly small number of 
selections that included them, and for the purposes of their study, they 
inchided every selection that even mentioned an older person. 

DEADNG WITH BIAS IN BASAL READERS 

Students cannot be protected from bias— nor should they be. Rather 
they should be trained to recognize, analyze, and deal with bias, be it in 
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basal readers or in television shows or in advertising. Sara Goodman Zi- 
met has suggested specific ways in which teachers can help young stu- 
dents to recognize bias within tlie materials they read. 

She suggests that teachers have a questionnaire to give their students 
that will be usable with every selection they read. It might ask such ques- 
tions as these: **Is there a character who looks like me in this story?" 
**Does anyone in the story have hair like mine?" **Is anyone in the story 
about my age?" **Is anyone in the story as tall (fat, short, thin) as I 
am?" "Does anyone in the story have parents who do the kinds of work 
my mother and father do?" Using the questionnaire with a multiracial 
group of physically handicapped children, one teacher then set her class 
to work trying to find stories that contained characters more like them- 
selves than the stories in the basal reader. 

She also tried to get students to understand some of their own biases 
by asking them to put at the top of a column the words **Black/dark" 
and then to write beneath them any words they associated with these two 
words. She did the same with "White /fair," "Fat," and "Thin." Her 
students were amazed to see the kinds of associations they made — usual- 
ly associating "black" with negative feelings and "white" with positive 
ones, "fet" with comic feelings and "thin" with both attractiveness and 
meanness. 

As a follow-up, she had her students associate the words they had 
worked with with stories they had read (48). This procedure, used with 
children as early as the first two primary grades, can help youngsters to 
build good reading habits as well as strong reasoning powers. 



THE STUDENTS' READING NEEDS 

Child psychologists have written voluminously to counter the notion 
that young children will be adversely affected by an introduction to liter- 
ature that deals with problems like those thc-y face in their own lives. 
Erik Erikson has written of children's need during the latency stage to 
find a means of dealing with what is going on inside them (49)* Their 
early literary experiences could meet this need except for the fact that 
parents have not yet been made fully aware of the desirability of expos- 
ing children to iic sort of searching questions that might be evoked. Un- 
til a campaign to educate the public succeeds, it is doubtful that change 
in basal readers will be as pronounced as informed educators and psy- 
chologists would like it to be. 
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Chapter 12 

READING'S PAST AND FUTURE 



The present of reading is so much with us that it is easy to forget its 
past and to ignore its future. The ascendancy of reading in the western 
world began when Johann Gutenberg invented a printing press using 
movable type, probably in Strasbourg in either 1436 or 1437. It took 
some two decades before Gutenberg's first book came from this press, 
the exquisite Mazarin Bible, also known as the Gutenberg Bible, the 
publication date of which is thought to be 1456. 

Gutenberg did not experience instant fame and fortune as a result of 
his first major publication. Indeed, Johann Fust, a goldsmith from 
whom Gutenberg had borrowed the money to set up his press and pro- 
duce his Bible, foreclosed on the mortgage when the printer wa'; unable 
to repay his loan. The press thus fell into the hands of Fust anc. his son- 
in-law, Peter Schoffer, who continued to operate it. 

It Vas not until 1471 or 1472 that William Caxton learned k\ Cologne 
the art of printing with movable type. In Bruges m 1475, ^ the help 
of Colard Mansion, Caxton printed TJ!;e Recuye// of ;toryes of 
Troye, the first book ever to be printed in English. The following year 
Caxton set up a press near Westminster which, before the turn of the 
century, had produced editions of approximately 100 titles. 

This is not to suggest that suddenly reading became a favorite pastime 
of the British peasantry. Indeed, few people in European or British soci- 
ety were able to read; books were therefore produced largely for the edu- 
cated few— mosdy clergymen— who were literate. 

It was not until the Reformation, which began some 60 years after the 
publication of the Mazarin Bible, that Martin Luther espoused the doc- 
trine that every person should learn to read sufficiently well to be able to 
read Scripture, thereby making every person an interpreter of Holy Writ. 

Gutenberg and Luther served as instrumentalities in the movement to- 
ward universal literacy in the western world. One provided the physical 
means of producing books in multiple copies; the other provided a 
philosophical basis for encouraging the masses to learn how to read. Two 
major stumbling blocks to universal literacy were overcome in less than a 
century— nevertheless literacy did not begin to sweep Europe or Britain 
as a result. 
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Shakespeare and Marlov/e and Kyd were writing during this period, 
but they were not writing to be read. Rather, they were writing to be 
perfbnned and their audiences were largely illiterate. Indeed, playwrights 
of the day went to extraordinary lengths to see that written versions of 
their plays did not leave the thcaue after rehearsals because they feared 
that their material would be pirated were it to get ito the wrong hands. 
Popular literature remained essentially part of the oral tradition which 
developed in the story-telling and history-preserving traditions of ancient 
peoples throughout the world. Literature that was intended to be read 
remained essentially a literature produced by clerics for a clerical audi- 
ence. Other literate members of this society included some merchants 
who had sufificient reading and writing abilities to enable them to keep 
records of their transactions, even as the tradespeople of ancient Su- 
meria. Babylonia, and Egypt had before them. 

Neil Postman, addressing the impaa of increased possibilities for com- 
munication, writes: "Technological changes in our modes of conununi- 
cation are even more ideology-laden than changes in our modes of trans- 
portation. Introduce the alphabet to a culture and you change its 
cognitive habits, its social relations, its notions of community', history 
and religion." He goes on: "Introduce the printing press with movable 
type, and you do the same. Introduce speed-of-light transmission of im- 
ages and you make a cultural revolution. Without a vote. Without po- 
lemics. Without guerrilla resistance" (1). Ideas are humankind's most 
potent weapons, and it is in written form that ideas are most reliably 
preserved. 

The historical purposes of writing are essentially fourfold: (l)it pre- 
serves tradition, (2) it allows expression, (3) it records information, and 
(4) it makes possible the dissemination of that information. The ancient 
drawings in the caves at Altamira and Lascaux, the carefully wrought 
Coptic insaiptions found in the Egyptian pyramids, the cuneiform 
wedges found on ancient tablets of clay, the graffiti found on the sides 
of Pompeian buildings or on the walls of the New York subway system — 
all these examples of writing and recording serve such purposes. 

As long as society was essentially agrarian, there was little need for the 
average person to be able to read. An economy based largely on the ex- 
change of products is a much less abstraa economy than one that is 
based, to a large extent, on the exchange of information. When the ex- 
change of products is a simple one-to-one exchange, such as one person's 
trading a sheep he has raised for a garment fashioned by a neighbor, no 
written records need enter into the transfer. 
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When cnucprcncurs arc involved, as they necessarily are if exchanges 
take place among people too separated from each other geographically to 
deal on a one-to-one basis, written records become a necessity, and some 
form of literacy becomes a requirement for the enuepreneurs. When an 
economy comes to be based on services as much as or more than on the 
production of goods, as is the case with modem economy, then literacy is 
a requirement for anyone who wishes to participate fully in that economy 
and in the society it serves. 

It was the coming of the Industrial Age that marked a turning point 
in the importance of reading. When an industrialized society becomes 
sufficiently complex to demand that information must be systematically 
created and preserved, such a society requires continually higher levels of 
education for its members, making it incumbent upon them to know 
how to read in order to have available to them the information they are 
required to master. 

If we view reading as part of a continuum stretching back to the earli- 
est human history on earth, we find that it does not soon appear on that 
continuum in any way. Humans and humanlike creatures used language 
in systematic forms for cons before they developed systems of writing; 
and even then they wrote pictograpHically so that communication was 
through pictures rather than through absuact symbols. 

The move from pictographic representation to ideographic representa- 
tion was an incomprehensibly enormous advance for the species to make 
because it took humankind to a totally new level of abstract representa- 
tion. And the leap from ideographic writing to alphabetic writing proba- 
bly represents an advance more significant and more incredible than that 
of putting the first humans on the moon. 

Edward T. Hall speaks of the development of writing and, by exten- 
sion, of its concomitant, reading: "The history of art is almost three 
times longer than that of writing, and the relationship between the two 
types of expression can be seen in the earliest forms of writing, such as 
the Egyptian hieroglyphics. However, very few people treat art as a sys- 
tem of conwnunication which is historically linked with language" (2). 

The oldest written records left by humankind are drawings etched on 
the walls of caves or carved on the organic materials from which their 
simple took were made. At the time such graphic reprej^entations were 
made, everyone within that culture could read them; that is, they could 
look at them and know what they meant. The level of abstraction re- 
quired in order for a person to read them was much lower than the level 
of abstraction required of one who is trying to learn to read an alphabet- 
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ic language today, and tcaci^crs must understand this difference. Getting 
messages from pictures in a book is a form of reading, and most people 
can handle such reading. Indeed, on our time continuum, the first very 
small dot represents just such reading. The dot grows slightly larger as 
pictographic and alphabetic writing develop, but it is still so small as to 
be almost imperceptible. And it remains imperceptibly small until the 
invention of the printing press and the urgings toward literacy of Martin 
Luther. 

Only in the present century has reading begun to appear on the con- 
tinuum as a large circle rather than as a dot. Its appearance as a large cir- 
cle has coincided with the enormous growth on the one hand, of indus- 
try and, on the other hand, of free public education, made available 
through legal mandate in most developed areas of the world and im- 
posed on young people through compulsory attendance laws in most civ- 
ilized places. Because this is the current situation, many people forget 
the past and fail to recognize that in the future the continuum may 
place reading in a much less important position, relatively speaking, 
than it enjoys today. 

This is not to suggest that reading will fall into a position of unimpor- 
tance or that human beings in the future will not have to be able to 
read. Reading is firmly enuenched as a requisite skill that members of 
complex societies must possess. However, other means of communica- 
tion, many of them invented or refined and made readily available to 
millions of people within the past century, may drastically alter the pur- 
poses to which people turn their reading skills. 

In addition, significant strides are being made in reading instmction. 
For example, one of the most promising systems that has been developed 
is tightly organized and highly sequential; it aims to teach the skills of 
literacy — reading and writing — as early and as quickly as possible. Al- 
though it is still early to generalize on the results of a system such as 
this, it is encouraging to find that some school disuicts that have em- 
ployed it have eliminated illiteracy in all students by fifth grade. 

As teaching systems of this bjrt are developed, universal literacy may 
be achieved. There will one day be no illiterates in developed nations, 
and other elements of communications systems will occupy a more im- 
portant position on the continuum than reading does. Such areas as sub- 
liminal communication, which is already being studied seriously by a 
number of eminent scholars and researchers, may be developed in ways 
that will enable people to communicate by means that seem unavailable 
to them today. 
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For the present, initial reading instruction is vital and necessary. It is 
most likely to be successful if those teaching it are not overburdened 
with large classes and if they have accurate current knowledge of scientif- 
ic developments in the broad area of human conimunication. In most 
cases this means that school districts should be spending much more 
nioney than they are now on staffing the primary grades, on providing 
materials for those grades, and on providing teachers at the primary level 
with ample opportunity to continue their education so that they can re- 
main current in their teaching techniques. Money spent in this way will 
substantially reduce expenditures for later remedial instruction in reading 
which, for the most part, is offered too late to do much good. 

But broader benefits will accrue to society if all children learn to read 
in the primary grades— and this can happen. Of greatest importance is 
the fact that in developed societies, literate people have a greater sense 
of their own worth than those who are not literate do. On the most crass 
level, literate people conuibute more to society in tax revenues than illit- 
erates do. Their other conuibut'ons generally arc also such that society 
benefits from their ability to exercise tiieir literacy. 

It is necessary to realize that, for better or worse, civilization is moving 
conceptually at a breakneck speed. Writing of die past, Alvin Toffler 
states: "In stagnant societies, the past crept forward into the present and 
repeated itself in the future. In such a society, the most sensible way to 
prepare a child was to arm him with the skills of the past— for these were 
precisely the same skills he would need in the future" (3). To a large ex- 
tent, this was the form that education took until the beginning of this 
century. Future orientation is a relatively new phenomenon. Although 
Tofifler recognizes that such basics as reading and writing and mathemat- 
ics will be necessary to people who wish to function well in the society of 
the future, he cautions his readers tliat "millions of children today are 
forced by law to spend precious hours of their lives grinding away at ma- 
terials whose future utility is highly questionable" (4). His most telling 
message for reading teachers is that "Tomorrow's illiterate will not be 
the man who can't read; he will be the man who has not learned how to 
learn" (5). 

What Toffler really means is that reading is an instrumentality. Being 
able to read does not make a person smart or productive or successful. 
Rather, being able to read makes it more possible for a person to func- 
tion intelligendy and effectively within modern society. This is the per- 
spective that reading teachers most need to develop. 
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